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Introduction 


K constantly felt he was lost or had wandered farther into foreign 
lands than any human being before him, so foreign that even the air 
hadn’t a single component of the air in his homeland and where 
one would inevitably suffocate from the foreignness but where the 
meaningless enticements were such that one had no alternative but 
to go on and get even more lost. 

—Franz Kafka, The Castle 

Through so many centuries of exile, what has the land of Israel repre¬ 
sented to the Jewish imagination? The memory of ancient glory. The 
horizon of an expectation. The improbable site onto which a hope for 
better days is projected. Somewhere between heaven and earth, and 
more often nearer heaven than earth, Zion beckons and gives mean¬ 
ing. One realizes, then, unlike Kafka’s hero, that going on does not 
mean continuing to get lost, and that there, one day, the restoration 
of this fractured world will be completed, that there, one day, the Jews 
will see the end of their tribulations. 

There, or perhaps here, one day, or perhaps starting today. While 
waiting for the dream to be realized, it is always possible to imagine 
that the place where one lives is already like a Jerusalem in exile, like 
a provisional extension of a land of Israel that is inaccessible . 1 Am¬ 
sterdam is the Jerusalem of the North, Sarajevo the Jerusalem of the 
Balkans, Tlemcen the Jerusalem of North Africa, Vilna the Jerusalem 
of eastern Europe. . . . One person’s Jerusalem is not another’s. Each 
Jewish group has its own, which it places above all others. Of course, 
such a land does not replace the real, distant land, but rather makes it 
possible to be patient, to bear an exile that is internalized but never to¬ 
tally accepted. 

Not far from Istanbul, two Jewish villages face each other, one on 
the European shore of the Bosphorus and the other on the Asian 
shore. Each still has its own cemetery. The most pious and devout folk 
of the European village preferred to be buried with their neighbors on 
the Asian side of the Bosphorus. And so their bodies crossed the nar¬ 
row strait to rest over there, opposite, in almost holy soil, just a little 
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nearer Jerusalem. Did they imagine that they would thus reach the 
land of Israel more quickly and surely on the day of resurrection? Was 
this, then, a shortcut? In any case, that’s how the legend has it. 

Israel, Promised Land, Holy Land, the consolation of exile. How 
can it be described? How can we touch the dream without distorting 
it, decode it without being submerged by the emotions that mention 
of it always arouses; how can we understand these emotions? To do so 
seems hard indeed, and even more so these days, now that the dream 
has been incarnated and become reality—a reality that has, moreover, 
by no means killed the imperturbable, age-old dream, which has not 
ceased, albeit in a different form, to haunt the minds both of the Jews 
of the Diaspora and of Israelis. 

Israel is the land of the Book, first and foremost, of a Book that 
unites around it a dispersed people, a Book that itself serves as a land 
for those who no longer have one. Far, very far, from the real Pales¬ 
tine, which had long since ceased to be the place of residence of a 
gathered people, which was not even any longer the real center of the 
Diaspora, the Torah—the Land/book that was ritually read and untir¬ 
ingly interpreted, the primary material of liturgy—had replaced the 
lost land, while supplying everyone with the pretext and opportunity 
to evoke that land without cease. But does evoking it amount to really 
thinking about it? Did yesterday’s Jews have the means to visualize a 
land that, due to its distance from them in space and time, had be¬ 
come for them almost impalpable? Sliding gently into the imaginary, 
becoming embedded in the Book, it ended up no longer existing in 
and of itself, instead becoming an idea or a metaphor. 

In the nineteenth century, a turning point occurred. While the West 
experienced a vogue for Orientalism, and bitterly debated the “Eastern 
Question,” there was a renewal of interest in this piece of earth that 
had been almost forgotten since the Crusades. The Jews themselves 
were not indifferent to this, since a new era of citizenship had opened 
up for them, at a time when some were proclaiming that Jerusalem 
was wherever they happened to be, and that for them there was no 
Zion other than the countries that had emancipated them. The na¬ 
tionalisms on the rise in Europe in those years began to influence peo¬ 
ple, at least in certain circles. 
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Yet neither Zionism nor the foundation of a state would totally 
strip the dreamed-of and recreated land of its legendary attributes. 
Zionists would work the land in all directions and dig deep furrows in 
it. They would have no less need of myths, as if the myths alone could 
really make it nearer and more concrete. Did the real and the concrete 
ever succeed in overcoming the idea of the land? This question re¬ 
mains open and lies at the very heart of the debate that agitates Israelis 
today, more than fifty years after the foundation of the state. 

Investing the ancient myths with modern meanings, sometimes 
substituting new myths, have the Zionists been able to do no more 
than transform yesterday’s Land/book into today’s Book/land? No less 
than formerly, the land of Israel today remains haunted by the Book. 
One has merely to think of the emotions that the conquest of the “ter¬ 
ritories” (the heart of ancient Israel) after the Six Day War aroused 
throughout the Israeli population, extending well beyond ultra-Or- 
thodox or extremist milieux. The land of the Book was finally taken 
into Israel’s bosom. A symbolic land, charged with the imagination of 
centuries, with ancestors’ rituals, with the weight of the Book, became 
the stake in passionate debates and the prize in a controversial settle¬ 
ment. Today, how can one negotiate over a symbol? All the efforts 
made toward a normalization of the Jews’ relationship with their land 
run up against the obstacle of its sacralization. Each square inch of the 
territory is converted into an absolute—by the Jews, of course, but just 
as much in reaction by the Palestinians. Why can this particular land 
never resemble others, or become for those who inhabit it as natural 
as the air they breathe? On top of this, the Christian West has after¬ 
thoughts about this little disputed corner of the Middle East. The 
Holy Land remains holy, and holy for everyone. 

This is the strange territory that we, the authors of this book, want to 
explore, undertaking a long voyage into the Jewish imagination from 
biblical times to the dawn of modernity, tracing the first steps of Zion¬ 
ism, then the return and the restoration of Jewish sovereignty on the an¬ 
cestral soil. We ourselves came to the land of Israel by different routes; 
we want to answer the questions it poses in two voices that remain dis¬ 
tinct, even though our ideas intersect and our conclusions are similar. 
One of us came to the land of Israel through the Book, sojourning there 


4 Introduction 


to master a land unknown to him; only then did he make contact with 
the real land, the one that seizes you bodily. The other author came to 
the Book after having passed through the land. By its very structure, 
this book echoes these two intersecting routes: it leaves the Book to go 
to the land, and from the land it comes back to the Book. The writers’ 
respective experiences undoubtedly influenced each’s choice of themes 
and periods to treat. We could not help reacting to diverse fragments 
of images that are sometimes contradictory and sometimes coherent, 
and respond to a plural reading of Zion by means of our own plural 
kind of writing. 

To pierce the mystery of these images, to deconstruct them in order 
to grasp their meaning and function, their origins and history, to resi¬ 
tuate in historical terms the fertile mythology that has peopled and 
continues to people the Jewish imagination of the land of Israel—this 
is the aim of this book. This by no means makes it a Diasporist or 
post-Zionist book. We do not believe that describing the real is suffi¬ 
cient to disqualify the myths once and for all. “Things are not so sim¬ 
ple. Myth is not opposed to the real as the false to the true; myth ac¬ 
companies the real. . . . ” 2 Which people does not have its myths? The 
Jewish people have their own, whether they live outside this land or 
on its soil. The time has perhaps come to demythologize so as to bet¬ 
ter apprehend that which interposes a screen between a people and its 
land. Israel is an undeniable fact; Israel exists and no longer has to le¬ 
gitimize its existence. Its horizons are no longer limited to Zionism 
alone. It is in the midst of living through the crises of adulthood, but 
crises that will probably open up new perspectives. The authors sim¬ 
ply want to restitute and trace the genealogies of these contemporary 
crises. Only upon a clear understanding of this present and this past 
can a future be constructed someday: the future of two peoples, and 
of an irreducibly multiple land. 


Part One Genealogies 










































































































One The Promised Land 


In 1939 , Zionist demonstrators, marching against a recent British 
White Paper that imposed new restrictions on the purchase of land by 
the Jews of Palestine, carried banners stating: “Our right to this land 
comes not from the British Mandate but the Bible.” 1 This simple argu¬ 
ment, while recurrent in Zionist discourse, 2 has not always succeeded 
in winning the adherence of its adversaries—far from it. We should not 
be surprised. There is no shortage of reasons to acknowledge the legit¬ 
imacy of territorial claims by the Jewish people, but despite what one 
might think, the biblical argument is perhaps not the most convincing 
one. To what extent is a book actually in a position to establish a right? 
It does not matter that this is a sacred book, since a majority of Zion¬ 
ists themselves did not hold it to be such. God’s attribution of this 
land to Israel as an everlasting legacy would only count for something 
in the mind of a believer, and only a Jewish believer. What would a 
Christian think of it, to say nothing of a Muslim? For Christians, the 
Old Testament was overtaken by the New and so has limited authority. 
On top of that, Christians have long ago replaced the challenge of Jew¬ 
ish territorial particularism with the deterritorialized challenge of the 
Incarnation; to life “on the land,” they now prefer life “in Christ,” in¬ 
dependent of any condition in space and time. 3 Moreover, in contrast 
to what is often asserted, the Bible is not merely the literary monument 
of a people residing on its land, the cultural fruit of the natural osmo¬ 
sis between this people and this land: a large part of it was produced in 
exile. Besides, the place that the Bible occupies in Jewish consciousness 
is far from simple. One might even maintain that, as fundamental as it 
may be, traditionally this place is not absolutely central; the return to 
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the Bible, and the Zionist return to the Bible in particular, constituted 
a break with the traditional attitude. In fact, the Talmud, 4 and in par¬ 
ticular the Babylonian Talmud, the book of exile par excellence, dis¬ 
putes (in general, successfully) this centrality of Scripture. 

Finally, what does the Bible itself say? In truth, it does speak of the 
land. It has been asserted that it speaks of nothing else. 5 But demon¬ 
strating the centrality of a theme is one thing, while grasping the sig¬ 
nificance of how it is treated is something else again. Far from simply 
reflecting the link between a people and its land, the Bible mediates 
that link, and to a large extent creates it. Far from being the clear ex¬ 
pression of a rooted culture, Scripture is a book of promise and expec¬ 
tation, of dispossession as much as of conquest, of nostalgia as much 
as of possession. In fact, from its first verses, the text partakes of an am¬ 
biguity that it never escapes. 

No doubt this ambiguity can be perceived as a natural result of the 
history of this text’s construction. The Bible is not a homogeneous en¬ 
semble, and the books that compose it are themselves the result of 
sedimentation and selection, a gathering and rewriting of diverse tra¬ 
ditions, emanating from the milieux that secreted and transmitted 
them, as well as from the historical moments (sometimes far removed 
from each other) that fostered their crystallization. However variable 
the hypotheses and conclusions of historico-critical exegesis over the 
past century may have been, and however profound some of the revi¬ 
sions that it has undergone, no serious discussion of ancient Israel can 
ignore them. A history of texts obviously illuminates the history of the 
men and women who have used them, and vice versa. However, one 
cannot repudiate the status that these texts have acquired in the tradi¬ 
tional Jewish world, as a closed corpus, validated by its canonization, 
divinely inspired, and thus a priori held to be noncontradictory. Classi¬ 
cal Jewish exegesis has more than once proved attentive to the prob¬ 
lems that biblical writings themselves—their disjointed structure, their 
repetitions, their inconsistencies—seem to pose, which might chal¬ 
lenge the status that has been granted them. But that status has not 
been undermined. For centuries, the perception that the Jews have 
had of their written tradition has remained modeled on what their 
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oral tradition told them about it. The never-completed study of Scrip¬ 
ture and its long-lasting integration into liturgy (weekly reading of 
the Pentateuch and of certain passages from the prophets, recitation 
of the Psalms, etc.) have guaranteed it a considerable power over con¬ 
sciousness—as well as over the unconscious. 

It is precisely this to which the historian of representations must be 
sensitive, trying in each instance to be more concerned with the effects 
than with the origins of the materials being examined. A “naive” ap¬ 
proach, a properly literary analysis that is not necessarily dependent on 
simple textual criticism, offers a good way of grasping these effects. 
But on the question of the land, as on other subjects, the final editors 
of the different biblical books, as well as those who fixed the limits of 
the scriptural corpus, have clearly chosen not to eliminate but to assume 
certain tensions, certain ambiguities, in the messages delivered by 
these books and by that corpus. The possibilities of reinterpretation, 
the reconciliations imposed by the idea one has of the texts can change 
nothing about these tensions and ambiguities, which are clearly pre¬ 
served and can only be constantly reactivated in the minds of readers 
of these texts when they study them, through liturgical practice, and 
even, dialectically, through the efforts at reinterpretation and at rec¬ 
onciliation among commentators. So let us begin at the beginning. 


“In the Beginning,” Ambiguity 

Hebrew is not lacking in words for land/earth. The most charged with 
meaning and the most general is also the oldest: erets. In the first chap¬ 
ter of Genesis, the word is used, by opposition to heaven, to refer to 
the earth, which along with heaven is the product of the first creative 
act of the Godhead. Then, by opposition to the sea, it refers to the dry 
land that appears through another initial act of separation. Finally, by 
opposition to uncultivated earth, it refers to the fertile land that sprouts 
seed-bearing plants and trees, the fecund earth that gives birth to the 
animal world. It is this land/earth that God gives as an inheritance to 
those whom He has created, male and female, in His image and re¬ 
sembling Him, and that He commands them to fill and conquer. 6 
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But this first picture of beginnings is not the only one. Another fol¬ 
lows immediately and markedly inflects its meaning. At the start of the 
second chapter of Genesis, in fact, the earth created by God is pre¬ 
sented in a very different light. It does not yet give any fruit, because 
God has not yet sent rain upon the earth, and there is no man to till the 
soil. This earth, which must be cultivated, has a different name: it is no 
longer erets , but adama. From it, from a little “dust of the earth,” God 
fashions man and blows into his nostrils the breath of life. Then the 
Eternal One plants a garden in Eden and in it places the man, who at 
this point is only male, or androgynous, to till and tend it. In this 
telling of the story, it is only later that, in the same way as man has been 
drawn from the earth, woman is in turn drawn from the man. Here, 
words signify the history of the beings they name. In Hebrew, man, in 
the generic sense, will be called adam, the masculine of adama, earth- 
just as woman will be called isha , the feminine of ish , man, in the sexed 
sense of this word. 7 Another linguistic echo signifying this kinship with 
the earth as constitutive of human identity is that the same term (zera) 
in Hebrew designates grain, the plant seed, and human offspring. 8 

Taken together, the first two chapters of Genesis depict, therefore, a 
complex and rather contradictory image of the relation between man 
and the land/earth. In Genesis i, this relation seems one of pure oth¬ 
erness and subjection: created after the earth, but not issued from it, 
man is called upon to subject it, and the earth seems naturally bound 
to offer him the nourishment he needs. This relation is quickly trans¬ 
formed, though, in Genesis 2 : now born of the earth and of God, as 
from a mother 9 and a father, man must work the earth and tend it in 
order to draw his sustenance from it, and what the earth gives him, he 
owes to himself and to God, who plants vegetation and makes the rain 
fall. First, there is domination, then a strange intimacy follows, in a 
kinship that associates God, man, and the earth in a common enter¬ 
prise. This sliding together soon ends in a reversal: on account of the 
first sin, the earth is cursed: it is with toil that man will now draw 
forth his nourishment; the earth-mother becomes a tomb, “for dust 
you are, and to dust you shall return”; in the end she shrinks from the 
footfall of the one born from her, who is sent out of the Garden of 
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Eden for having contravened the divine interdiction regarding the 
fruit of the tree of the knowledge of Good and Evil. 10 

Thus, from its opening pages, the Bible is truly “the book of the 
place” 11 —a place that is both strange and familiar, speaking of life and 
death, of rootedness and exile, of transgression and punishment. Not 
a word has yet been said about the people of the Bible, the people of 
Israel for whom the Bible is the Book; not a word about this people’s 
land, either, this “land of Israel” whose Book is the Bible. The argu¬ 
ment is still strictly speaking universal, since the story of Abraham, fa¬ 
ther of the nation, does not begin until chapter 12 —and yet everything 
seems already to have been said. 

Reading what follows next merely strengthens this first impression. 
God gives the earth and takes it back, places man there and drives him 
away. A three-scene scenario seems to repeat itself indefinitely: the in¬ 
timacy of a union between man and his earth; a violation of the Law 
that perverts this relationship; an expulsion, a dispersion, a wandering 
that is a sanction against the sin. Cain, the farmer, man of the earth, 
sees his offering disdained by the Lord and kills his rival brother, Abel, 
the shepherd. God then says: “What have you done? Hark, your 
brother’s blood cries out to Me from the ground! Therefore, you shall 
be cursed because of the ground which opened its mouth to receive 
your brother’s blood from your hand. If you till the soil, it shall no 
longer yield its strength to you. You shall become a ceaseless wanderer 
on earth.” 12 Some generations later, judging that the earth is corrupt 
and that all living creatures on it have perverted His way, God under¬ 
takes with the Flood to erase man, whom He has created, “from the 
face of the earth.” Finally, when men try to erect in Babel a tower 
whose summit reaches heaven, He disperses and “scatters them over 
the whole face of the earth.” Each new alteration of the relation to 
place, moreover, is preceded or followed by a displacement toward the 
East, with negative connotations. Cain leaves the presence of the Lord 
and settles in the land of Nod, east of Eden, and it is by migrating east 
that men reach the valley where they build their tower. 13 
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A Heritage Deferred 

It is the Abrahamic venture that initiates a reversal of this negative 
dynamic, but without removing the ambiguity. It opens with a mi¬ 
gration, but this time toward the South and the West. When God in¬ 
timates to Abraham the order to leave, it is at first a tearing away and 
an exile that He prescribes: “Go forth from your native land and from 
your fathers house. . . .” 14 The rupture thus commanded is local and 
geographic as well as familial and genealogical. It is an uprooting, an 
unfaithfulness to place, a necessity of becoming foreign to it that at 
first glance defines the Abrahamic condition. In addition, the land to¬ 
ward which Abraham heads does not yet have a name, and is not even 
located; it is just the land that God will show him when the time 
comes. The patriarch is thus a man who is going from a known land, 
with which he breaks ties, toward a mysterious land, of which he knows 
nothing yet. He gives himself up to the voyage, but the divine promise 
of descendants, of blessing and renown, as yet does not give a particu¬ 
lar place to this land toward which he is heading. It does have a name, 
but we only discover it later: “the land of Canaan” because the Canaan- 
ites are living there. It is only once he has arrived that Abraham hears 
God promise him: “I will give this land to your offspring .” 15 So it is a 
doubly foreign land for Abraham, since others are its permanent resi¬ 
dents for the time being, and since only his offspring are called to in¬ 
herit it. The Promised Land is not yet possessed, and its status still 
quite uncertain. It is a temporal reality more than a spatial one, the fu¬ 
ture of a family much more than its location. 

However, the words are certainly more charged with meaning and 
more precise than a cursory reading suggests. When God gives the land, 
it is not a simple, gracious gift. Here “to give” is a technical legal term, 
evoking the legal transfer of a title deed. Similarly, Abraham’s descen¬ 
dants, who will benefit from this transfer, are by no means any off¬ 
spring issued from him, but only a favored lineage, a preferred line . 16 
There is also a lineage without rights: Ishmael, Isaac’s brother, will in¬ 
herit the desert, and as for Esau, he will emigrate to a land other than 
Canaan on account of his brother Jacob . 17 But here what matters most 
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is that the announcement of the appropriation is not dissociated from 
the announcement of a dispossession; Abraham’s posterity will not be 
entering Canaan until after four hundred years of exile in a foreign 
land; the heritage is thus indefinitely deferred, always thought of in 
the future. It will be so for Isaac, too, and still so for Jacob . 18 If the pa¬ 
triarchs are now virtually the legitimate owners of Canaan, they still, 
in fact, continue to reside there as strangers—when they reside there at 
all! Only just arrived, Abraham is constrained by famine to sojourn in 
Egypt, and when he comes back from Egypt to Canaan, God orders 
him to walk through the length and breadth of the land, “for I will 
give it to you .” 19 And, finally, the Book of Genesis closes with the es¬ 
tablishment of Jacob and his family in Egypt. 

Over this land of Canaan through which they are still just passing, 
the patriarchs ultimately have no other right than that for which they 
pay in currency. When Abraham wants to bury Sarah, his deceased wife, 
a native Hittite offers him his field and the cave it contains. But Abraham 
rejects this free offer and insists on paying the four hundred shekels of 
silver this place is worth. Thus he buys at a high price a fragment of this 
land even though it had been given him by God. To the legitimacy of 
the promise, he joins that of acquisition. Two generations later, Jacob 
will not hesitate to repeat this gesture when he acquires the portion of 
land where he sets up his tent—besides, this will be the place where the 
children of Israel, having conquered the country under Joshua’s lead¬ 
ership, will bury the bones of Joseph, brought back from Egypt. King 
David himself will buy the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite for 
fifty shekels, where he will build an altar and sacrifice burnt offerings, 
and where his son Solomon will have the Temple built . 20 

Canaan is a strange land that scarcely seems to have any natural fron¬ 
tier except the sea; only deserts (the Syrian desert to the northeast, the 
Sinai to the southwest) separate it from Abraham’s land of origin, 
Mesopotamia, and from his descendants’ land of exile, the Egypt of the 
pharaohs. Canaan is a strange land that is devoid of precise limits and 
itself figures as a frontier territory, as a simple passage route, torn be¬ 
tween two great rival poles of attraction . 21 It is especially strange in 
that the natives are not the legitimate heirs and the legitimate heirs are 
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not natives, for Canaan is an inhabited land when Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob establish themselves there. People and kingdoms seem 
solidly implanted there, whereas the installation of the patriarchs has 
all the appearance of precariousness. A total of ten ethnic groups at 
this juncture are sharing the promised territory . 22 Numerous kings 
confront one another, and if it happens that a Hebrew intervenes in 
a conflict or provokes one, it is in order to protect one of his kin or 
to cleanse his honor, as when Abraham delivers his relative Lot, kid¬ 
napped by the victors of Sodom and Gomorrah, or when Simeon and 
Levi carry out a merciless vendetta against those responsible for the 
rape of their sister Dinah . 23 This latter action does not please their fa¬ 
ther Jacob at all, moreover, for he fears that it will make him “odious 
among the inhabitants of the land” and that since his “men are few in 
number,” they will exterminate him and his house. As a general rule, 
confrontations with indigenous peoples are avoided, and some al¬ 
liances are even made. 

A stranger in this land that is destined for him, the biblical patriarch 
is aware of his fragile status. He is already there without really being 
there, while still being from elsewhere. He shows this clearly by his fi¬ 
delity to the endogamous principle. When he wants to marry off his 
son, Abraham sends one of his servants on a mission into what he calls 
“his country” the “land of his birth,” that is, into Chaldea, asking the 
servant to find a wife for Isaac there and bring her back . 24 His son 
must neither marry a wife from the place where he lives, Canaan, nor 
go to live where his wife is going to be found, Mesopotamia. Re- 
bekah, the designated partner, is a close relative of Abraham; she is “of 
the house of his father,” of “his family,” and she must accomplish the 
same journey as her future father-in-law—that is, follow the servant 
and come to Canaan. The principle of rupture with the old place is 
thus maintained—but the principle of consanguinity and the mainte¬ 
nance of the ethnic frontier prevail over the attachment to the new 
place. Isaac, in turn, looking askance at Esau’s Hittite wives, will send 
his son Jacob to find a wife in the home of his brother-in-law, Laban, 
in the land of Aram . 25 Thus it is he who marries within the clan out¬ 
side the land who will inherit the land, while he who marries women 
of the land outside the clan will not inherit it. 
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But then what is the status of the actual masters of the land? All of 
them, Canaanites and patriarchs, descend from the same common an¬ 
cestor, Noah. As we know, he had three sons—Shem, Ham, and 
Japheth—and “from these the nations branched out... by their lands, 
each with its language—their clans and nations .” 26 The patriarchs are 
the descendants of Shem, by Eber, while the Canaanite peoples de¬ 
scend from Ham. The natural territory of each, Semites and Canaan¬ 
ites, is clearly defined in the biblical text . 27 And so the migration of 
Abraham, willed by God, appears to introduce a confusion into the 
normal geographic distribution of nations after the Flood. Thus the 
land occupied by the Canaanites is manifestly not a land like others; it 
is basically the natural place of no tribe and merely the natural site of 
virtue and right conduct in the eyes of the Eternal One. 

The tragic episode of Sodom and Gomorrah is the best illustration 
of this . 28 On the one hand, there are two cities, about which there is 
great outcry and that are given to extreme perversity. On the other 
hand, there is God, who appears particularly interested in the doings 
of the peoples who reside on this land. Situated between God and the 
sinful towns, finally, there is Abraham, to whom this land has been 
promised and from whom God does not hide His intentions. So de¬ 
spite the intercession of the patriarch, Sodom and Gomorrah and the 
plain surrounding them and the very vegetation on it will disappear 
under a rain of sulfurous fire on account of the impious acts perpe¬ 
trated by their inhabitants. The lesson in these events is clear: Abra¬ 
ham’s descendants will not eventually have a chance to become and re¬ 
main the heirs of this land unless they themselves practice virtue and 
justice. But in order for the virtue and justice of Abraham and his pos¬ 
terity effectively to earn them this inheritance, it will also be necessary 
for the vice and injustice of the Canaanites to reach their full measure. 
This explains the delay imposed on the effective transfer of the prop¬ 
erty: for four hundred years, the patriarch’s posterity will sojourn in a 
strange land, where they will be subservient and oppressed, and only 
then will they be able to come back to Canaan, because only then will 
the perversity of its first occupants be complete . 29 

What a strange land this land of Canaan is, always under God’s gaze, 
a land inhabited by men, but also, perhaps more than others, inhabited 
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by God. This is the meaning of the discovery made by Jacob, not 
without surprise, exactly as he leaves Canaan for Chaldea when he is 
fleeing the anger of Esau, from whom he has stolen the paternal bless¬ 
ing. Night overtakes him en route and he lies down where he happens 
to find himself. There he has a dream, the famous dream of Jacob’s 
Ladder. At the top of this ladder, God reiterates the promise made to 
Abraham and tells Jacob that the land on which he is lying will truly 
be given to him and his posterity. When he wakes up, Jacob cries out: 
“Surely the Lord is present in this place, and I did not know it!” He 
calls this awesome place “the abode of God” (Bethel) and “the gate¬ 
way to heaven .” 30 This striking discovery, however, in no way deters 
him from following his route and leaving Bethel for a foreign land. 
He leaves because his survival is at stake and because the place he is 
going to is where he will find the wife his father has destined for him. 
He abandons this land inhabited by God because he knows that else¬ 
where, too, in exile far from this land, the Lord will not abandon him. 


Exile and the Desert 

The first five books of the Bible, the Pentateuch, called the Torah 
(Teaching) in Hebrew , 31 are also those which the rabbinical tradition 
has invested with the highest legal authority 7 . Divided into some fifty 
sections, they are ritually read, each week, over the course of a year 
during synagogue services. Abundantly studied and commented 
upon, they have largely contributed to fashioning Jewish self-con¬ 
sciousness. But of what do they speak? First of all, as we have seen, of 
the beginnings of a history of humanity, largely a story of the erosion 
of its relations with the ground that bears it and from which it is born. 
Then, as we have just noted, it speaks of the promise of a restoration 
of these relations for a particular family and for a particular land—a 
promise whose realization is deferred, however. The third and final 
part of this history, quantitatively by far the largest (in fact, it covers 
the last four books), evokes the beginnings of the realization of this 
promise, but the action still unfolds entirely outside the frontiers of 
the land. In effect, the story stops on the eve of the entry of Israel into 
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Canaan. And so each year, in the autumn, the course of the narration 
is suspended and the ritual reading starts again, “at the beginning” for 
yet another year. The presumed author of this text is Moses, born in 
Egypt and raised as an Egyptian. He lifts his people out of servitude, 
transmits to them the divine Law called to govern their life in Canaan, 
and leads them across the desert, but Moses himself will not tread 
upon the soil of the Promised Land; he can only see it in the distance 
from the top of Mount Nebo. In fact, with the exception of Caleb and 
Joshua, none of the Hebrews who came out of Egypt will escape alive 
from the desert; their bodies will remain there, and only their children 
will inherit the land . 32 

A veritable biography of the nation , 33 the history told in the final 
four books of the Pentateuch is thus set against a tension among three 
places: first there is Egypt, the place that is left, the land of exile, but 
also the land of gestation and childhood, where the house of Jacob has 
become a numerous nation; then Canaan, the place toward which one 
goes, land of promise and of maturity, the destination of this nation 
that is on the move; and finally the desert, the place that is crossed, 
neither land of exile nor land of promise, the non-place of adolescence, 
rebellion, and also initiation. None of these places is a permanent 
place, a place where one stays. In addition, the place one leaves, exile, 
is a place that is missed, and the place toward which one is traveling is 
a place that is feared. The history of the forty years in the desert is wo¬ 
ven of nostalgia, hesitations, and infinite detours. Barely freed from 
the house of servitude, the people of Israel, who fear dying of hunger 
in the desert, grow angry at Moses and Aaron and sadly recall the pots 
of meat and the bread they had back in Egypt. When they are given 
manna, they grow tired of it and long for the fish, cucumbers, melons, 
pears, onions, and garlic they ate gratis in the land of the Pharaoh . 34 
Conversely, when they are nearly there, they draw back in fear. The re¬ 
port of the scouts sent out by Moses is ambiguous. The Promised 
Land does flow with milk and honey; it gives magnificent fruit, but 
the people living there are powerful, of huge stature, and its towns are 
fortified and very large. The Promised Land is a land that “devours its 
settlers ,” 35 and Israel does not feel either the strength or the courage 
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to undertake its conquest. Wouldn’t it have been better to die in the 
desert or in Egypt than to perish by the sword for a thankless land? 

This lack of confidence, this incapacity to break free of the memory 
of an Egypt suddenly perceived as maternal and nourishing, this re¬ 
fusal to recognize Canaan as its true fatherland (the land of ancestors), 
this tendency to see it instead as a voracious stepmother 36 —all of this 
is what God decides to penalize with forty years of wandering in the 
desert. Nevertheless, in the same way that Egypt, land of exile and 
servitude, is also a positive place in which Jacob’s house grows and 
multiplies in order to become a great nation, and where God, by the 
miracles He accomplishes, manifests His power, so the desert is not 
solely a land of sin, punishment, and wandering. A liminary space, an 
in-between territory, the desert is simultaneously a site both of 
infidelity and revolt (the Golden Calf) and of revelation and submis¬ 
sion, where Israel, by receiving the Law, is constituted as a free peo¬ 
ple and a holy nation. The sole and unique piece of territory that the 
Pentateuch expressly designates as “holy” is precisely situated deep in 
the desert, on Mount Horeb: this is the ground where the burning 
bush appears to Moses. When he wants to approach it to see it better, 
God speaks in these terms: “Do not come closer. Remove your sandals 
from your feet, for the place on which you stand is holy ground .” 37 It 
is the visible presence of God in this corner of the desert that trans¬ 
forms it into a holy site. This sacralization is ephemeral, though, and 
lasts only during this presence, and in fact the place is never even men¬ 
tioned in what follows, either as a holy site or a fortiori as a site of pil¬ 
grimage. This is a status very comparable to the one later enjoyed by 
the Sinai, where God also appears, this time to all of Israel. Its sacral¬ 
ization is manifested by the establishment of a frontier, which only 
some people at certain moments can cross without danger: on the eve 
of theophany, on God’s command, Moses confines the people to one 
area and establishes a boundary around the mountain, which thereby 
becomes holy . 38 

As a general rule, if the desert appears as the privileged site of the 
irruption of the sacred, the sacredness that this irruption confers on it 
is both localized and temporary. Like the people who cross it, the holy 
site in the desert is an essentially nomadic site. Any Israelite encamp- 
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ment establishes a provisional sacred space that contains three con¬ 
centric zones. At the core, there is the tabernacle, mobile and capable 
of being dismantled, that contains the tablets of the Law, the care of 
which is entrusted to the Levites alone. Surrounding and facing the 
tabernacle, there are the children of Israel, each placed under a distinct 
banner according to his paternal tribe. Beyond, there is the rest of the 
desert, the world, with no limits, home of the impure, where men¬ 
struating women, lepers, and those afflicted with a discharge or who 
have been in contact with a cadaver are sent—-so that they will not soil 
the enclosure in the midst of which God resides. However, it is suffi¬ 
cient for Israel to raise camp and establish itself a little farther away in 
order for these frontiers of the sacred to move along with it. 

The fundamental experience of wandering in the desert is no less 
central in Jewish memory than is possessing and then losing the land. 
The three great festivals of pilgrimage in the liturgical calendar are 
agricultural festivals that would later guarantee the centrality of the 
fixed site, Jerusalem, by bringing to it three times a year a flood of the 
faithful; but at the same time they are directly linked to the memory 
of the nomadic existence of Israel in the desert, an existence that the 
very rite of pilgrimage, which gives them that specific cachet, tries in 
part to revive. Passover in the spring commemorates the exodus from 
Egypt. The Festival of Weeks (Shavuot), fifty days later, commemo¬ 
rates the giving of the Law at Sinai. The Festival of Booths (Sukkoth) 
at the start of autumn is meant to lead to a rediscovery of the precari¬ 
ousness of life in the desert; it clearly signifies a refusal to rest, a liber¬ 
ation from subservience to place: for seven days, Israel must quit its 
stone houses and live in tents, in remembrance of the tents God gave 
the Hebrews as homes when they left Egypt. 

The crossing of the desert in fact keeps alive in the memory of a set¬ 
tled Israel a taste for a freshness and virginity that are evoked with 
nostalgia: it was the time of youth and blossoming love, the time of 
the betrothal between Israel and its God. The desert, moreover, does 
not cease being a temptation, perceived as an ever-open possibility of 
starting again; beyond exile, the desert is the site of an ultimate judg¬ 
ment and purification, before the ultimate reconquest of the land . 39 
The desert has an incontestably positive quality, as a moment, if not as 
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a place. Rootedness never effaces the trace of the voyage, and the 
sedentary is born of the nomad; a person from here knows that he or 
she comes from back there. Thus Joshua reminds Israel at the end of 
the conquest, and on the eve of his death, that their ancestors formerly 
lived beyond the River. 40 In the same way, when the farmer presents 
God with the firstfruits of his crop and expresses his gratitude toward 
the One who allowed him to inherit this land and to enjoy its fruits, 
his confession begins with these words: “My father was a fugitive 
Aramean. He went down to Egypt with meager numbers and so¬ 
journed there. . . .” 41 


The Memory of an Initial Expropriation 

It is revealing that the Hebrews have thus kept and cultivated so preg¬ 
nant a memory of their existence as a people before their arrival in the 
land of promise. The possession of land by Israel is never perceived as 
a self-evident fact, as a natural given. The land’s very name suffices to 
perpetuate the memory of initial difficulty. At first, and long there¬ 
after, it was known as the “land of Canaan” or “land of the Canaanite.” 
Then it became more generally “the land” ( ha-arets ), meaning both an 
anonymous land and The land par excellence. 42 In the corpus of Scrip¬ 
ture, it only latterly and rather exceptionally became known as “the 
land of Israel” (Erets Tisrael) in i Samuel. 43 Biblical literature testifies 
in fact to a never-relaxed tension around a recurrent question: what is 
the exact nature of the right of the children of Israel over the land that 
God gave them? Far from being presented as a tranquil affirmation of 
this right, Scripture is instead its anxious meditation. 

The tragic events of Israel’s ancient history could not help but rein¬ 
force this fundamental disquiet. Around 931 b.c.e., upon the death of 
Solomon, the kingdom’s unity had been broken by a schism. In 722 
b.c.e., the kingdom of Israel in the north was destroyed and its in¬ 
habitants deported to Assyria. And in 586 b.c.e., it was the turn of the 
kingdom of Judah in the south to fall, with a portion of the Judeans 
exiled to Babylonia. Had God abandoned his people? Had Israel there¬ 
fore lost any right over the land from which it had just been expelled? 
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In effect, how one answered these questions determined the legitimacy 
of a hope and the possibility of a return. The promises made to the pa¬ 
triarchs implied “perpetual” possession; and God had assured David of 
an eternal kingdom. 44 But subsequent events demanded rethinking these 
divine guarantees more in terms of conditional promises: Abraham’s 
posterity could not exercise an effective right over its land except to the 
extent that it proved worthy of this right. When they wrote the history 
of the monarchic period, the biblical writers took on the task of ex¬ 
plaining why Israel and then Judah had been chased out of their land. 
And when they looked back at the previous period, that of Joshua and 
the Judges, they especially invited an examination of the meaning and 
conditions of what one must really call an initial expropriation. 45 

This may be why an exegete of the eleventh century like Rashi, com¬ 
menting on the very first verse of Genesis, asks why the Torah, which 
to him is essentially the Law transmitted by God to His people, does 
not open with the first of the commandments given to Israel as a na¬ 
tion (the Passover sacrifice) 46 —rather than with the story of the origin 
of the world. A modern reader would have no difficulty whatsoever in 
answering such a question. You might invoke a chronological logic 
(you have to begin with the beginning) or a logical exposition (you 
have to progress from the general to the particular, from the creation 
of man to the election of Israel). But this is not the argument given by 
Rashi or by the older exegetical tradition on which he drew. If the 
Torah starts with the story of God’s creation of heaven and earth, it is 
in order that Israel may have the wherewithal to answer other nations 
should they accuse it someday of being a “thief” and having wrong¬ 
fully deprived the Canaanites of their inheritance. In effect, the affir¬ 
mation of a divine right over the earth, in a general sense, was the only 
way to justify the way in which God subsequendy disposed of the land, 
this time, a particular land. Establishing from the start that He is the 
creator of the world, the Torah establishes by the same token that God 
is its unique legitimate owner. He is free then to use it as He pleases. 
It is He who gives the nations their lots, He who fixes the boundaries 
of various peoples. 47 Thus He could, at a particular moment in history, 
decide to offer a particular land to the posterity of a particular man 
(Abraham), notwithstanding the fact that such a promise implied the 
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dispossession of its preceding occupants. Similarly, He could, at an¬ 
other moment in history, in the time of Joshua and the Judges, realize 
His promise by means of a violent expropriation. Moreover, it is by 
this very expropriation that God’s generosity with respect to Israel can 
be measured. 

Israel does not inherit only soil or space, but rather a country, all it 
contains, all that its first holders built and sowed there—cities that Is¬ 
rael did not build, vineyards and olive trees that others have planted 
for it. 48 But is it possible to justify solely by divine arbitrary will, by 
the exclusive love of the Lord for His people, an expropriation that is 
accompanied by the physical destruction of the expropriated? For the 
divine orders are clear and forbid any compromise. The peoples that 
Israel must dispossess are fated to annihilation, and not a soul must 
survive. In fact, none of the cities to be taken (with a single exception) 
chooses to give itself up peacefully to the aggressor, so all of them 
must be conquered mcmu militari. And this is how the divine project 
can be fully accomplished: it is necessary for the enemy to resist in or¬ 
der for Israel to destroy them without mercy, “as the Lord had com¬ 
manded Moses.” 49 

As cruel as it may appear to the modern reader, this war of conquest 
that turns into a war of extermination is certainly not the fruit of 
supreme divine arbitrariness. It is undoubtedly because He loves Israel 
that God offers it this land as inheritance, as He had promised it to 
Abraham, and there really is some overflowing grace at work, some 
gratuitousness in the gift. However, there is nothing gratuitous in the 
dispossession. The crimes of the Canaanites have in fact reached their 
full measure and now amply justify their annihilation. On account of 
the abominations they have committed, the country has become im¬ 
pure, and God has demanded that they account for their iniquity and 
so has thrown the inhabitants out. And if Israel were in turn to give it¬ 
self over to similar schemes, an identical sanction would necessarily fall 
upon it: “So let not the land spew you out for defiling it, as it spewed 
out the nation that came before you.” 50 By vocation the residence of 
virtue and justice, this land naturally expels vice and iniquity from its 
bosom, like an organism throwing up noxious food. It seems that the 
identity of the people whose conduct is at issue makes no difference. 
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The fate reserved for the first occupants of the land is the patent 
sign of the conditional character of this grant to Israel. The parallel is 
not absolute, however. In effect, while the punishment of the Canaan- 
ites is extermination, that of the sons of Israel, on the day they do sin 
against the Law, will be exile. Of course, they “shall be left a scant 
few,” 51 but they will not by any means be annihilated. The path of re¬ 
pentance will remain open to them, and it will suffice for them to re¬ 
turn to God in order for God ultimately to let them return to their 
land. Here is the whole ambiguity of the Covenant, in which the at¬ 
tribution of the land is an essential clause. Israel enters into possession 
of the land in order to accomplish God’s Law there. As the Covenant 
is eternal, eternal also is the ownership of the land by Israel. On the 
other hand, because the Covenant is a contract, if Israel fails to fulfill 
its obligations to God, then the right of residence on the land is with¬ 
drawn. But this does not imply the annulment of its right of owner¬ 
ship, which is imprescriptible. Once the transgression has been expi¬ 
ated, God will remember the Covenant and the land once more and 
will let His people return. 52 

This coexistence of the principle of imprescriptibility and the prin¬ 
ciple of conditionality underlines the fundamental ambiguity of God’s 
relation to His people, as well as of the people’s relation to its land. In 
what sense, then, can the people be called proprietors of the land? 
Sometimes the land really seems to belong to itself alone, and to be 
endowed with an autonomy characteristic of living organisms, such 
that it naturally vomits out those who do not agree with it. Most of¬ 
ten, though, it appears as the inalienable possession of God alone: 
“for the land is Mine; you are but strangers resident with Me.” 53 Basi¬ 
cally, Israel has only the usufruct of the land. Biblical agricultural leg¬ 
islation signals this constantly: the exploitation of the soil is subject to 
restrictions. Every seven years, during the sabbatical year, all land must 
be left fallow, and after seven sabbatical cycles, during the jubilee year, 
the land sold in the course of the preceding forty-nine years comes 
back to its first owners. The enjoyment of the products of the land is 
neither immediately nor totally granted: these products come from 
God and must be pardy restored to Him. The first three years’ harvest 
from newly planted fruit trees cannot be consumed; the fruits of the 
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fourth year must be eaten in Jerusalem in the Lord’s honor, and it is 
only in the fifth year that they can be freely used. Any crop gives rise 
to diverse levies that are the shares of God, the priests, and the Levites, 
a tribe who are forbidden to possess land. Thus the fruits of the land 
never belong totally to the one who owns and works that land. They 
also belong to the poor, to those who have no land of their own. Thus 
one abandons to the needy the ears of corn and grapes that have fallen, 
the small bunches left unpicked, the sheaves forgotten in the fields dur¬ 
ing the harvest. In the same way, it will be forbidden to reap the cor¬ 
ner of the field, again for the benefit of the poor. 54 


A Dismembered Land 

If biblical agricultural legislation firmly stressed the limitations to Is¬ 
rael’s hold on cultivated ground, history, for its part, objectively under¬ 
took to limit its hold on the territory for a long time. The conquest car¬ 
ried out by Joshua and die Judges in fact remains incomplete, because 
from the beginning of its history, Israel has shown itself unworthy of 
having it all. An ambiguous dynamic is set up that whittles away at the 
territory effectively placed under tribal authority. God has expressly 
made the success of Israel’s campaigns subject to an intangible rule: 
He will not help it in its batdes except to the exact extent that it shows 
itself determined to wage war to the end, not to contract any alliance 
with the peoples that it must expropriate, and not to bow to any of their 
gods. Inversely, any temptation to compromise, any imitation of the 
behavior of the natives, will lead God to stop dispossessing them on 
Israel’s behalf, so that they will become a trap and a pitfall for Israel, 
even to the point where it will end up disappearing from the land that 
has been given to it. Manifestly, the Hebrews quickly failed at their 
task. This was why a great part of the country still remained to be con¬ 
quered when Joshua, very advanced in years, undertook to divide the 
territory already taken among the different tribes. So the children of 
Israel henceforth inherited a whittled-down land. The Canaanite en¬ 
claves with whom they had allied themselves, and which occasionally 
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paid them tribute, in fact made the Hebrews’ hold over the country 
forever fragile. God had decided to use these enclaves to test them and 
to judge whether or not they would keep to His ways as their ances¬ 
tors had before them. 55 

The indirect, conditional, and fundamentally unstable character of 
Israel’s relation to its land thus dates from the earliest days of its estab¬ 
lishment and will never totally disappear. So we should not be sur¬ 
prised to find that the frontiers of the land of Israel, including its ideal 
frontiers, vary sometimes considerably from one biblical text to an¬ 
other. The frontiers of what the patriarchs were promised do not coin¬ 
cide exactly with those drawn by Moses on the eve of the conquest. 56 
In the era of Joshua and the Judges, the “land of Israel” was a territory 
extending from “Dan to Beersheva,” but even under Solomon, when 
the conquered area tended to approach the ideal boundaries of the 
promise, the land of Israel basically remained the territory effectively 
inhabited by Israel: still from Dan to Beersheva. It is remarkable to 
note that with the exception of Ezekiel (who was dreaming of the fu¬ 
ture), 57 no prophet appears to have been concerned with the question 
of frontiers, or ever to have reproached any sovereign for being content 
with a reduced territory or for not having realized the project of 
fulfilling the larger sense of the promise. 

Paradoxically, the land of Israel was both limited and indefinitely ex¬ 
tendable. 58 Its eastern frontier does seem to be the Jordan River, which 
has to be crossed to enter the country. Not to cross it, as witness 
Moses’ desire to do so and God’s refusal to answer him, is to remain 
outside the land. 59 And yet don’t Reuben, Gad, and the semi-tribe of 
Manasseh ask to settle precisely across the Jordan, on the eastern bank 
of the river, and therefore outside this symbolic limit? And since this 
request is granted, doesn’t the Jordan on this occasion cease to be a 
frontier? In fact, the status of Transjordania remains distinctly am¬ 
biguous. It is Moses who grants it to the two and a half tribes who 
want to setde there, whereas the rest of the people receive the “land” 
proper, to wit, the whole area situated to the west of the Jordan, from 
God himself. 60 Reuben, Gad, and the half-tribe of Manasseh, who live 
in Transjordania, actually fear that their brothers will someday regard 
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them as foreigners on the grounds that God has placed a “boundary,” 
the Jordan, between them, and that they thus have “no share in the 
Lord” (Josh. 22:25). They are therefore tempted to erect their own al¬ 
tar, which immediately evokes a bellicose reaction from the rest of Is¬ 
rael. The conflict is finally resolved peacefully, but the ambiguous sta¬ 
tus of Transjordania is confirmed by the proposal made by Israel to 
those who prefer to remain on the other side of the Jordan: if the 
country in their possession seems impure to them, they are always at 
liberty to cross the river, to cross back “into the Lord’s land, where the 
Lord’s tabernacle stands,” and settle there. 61 

On top of the scars of an imperfect conquest can be added what we 
might call internal frontiers. From this standpoint, the reigns of David 
and Solomon are a brief bright spot. Because Solomon has married a 
large number of women from the peoples with whom the Lord has 
forbidden Israel to mix, and because he has followed their example 
and sacrificed to their idols, the kingship will be in part taken away 
from his heirs, and the territory that he had contributed to unifying 
will be divided. Rehoboam, his son, will only inherit the possessions 
of Judah and Benjamin, while Jeroboam, his servant, will establish a 
new, competing dynasty in the north. The gesture of the prophet Ahi- 
jah announcing his good fortune to Jeroboam is eloquent: he seizes 
Jeroboam’s new robe and tears it into twelve pieces and returns to him 
ten pieces, standing for the ten tribes he is called to govern. 62 Two 
kingdoms now unequally share the land of Israel. This initial tearing 
apart will occupy a central place in Jewish consciousness that will never 
be remedied. The disappearance of the kingdom of the north and the 
deportation of its inhabitants in 722 b.c.e. will only apparently put an 
end to it. In fact, these events will only aggravate the split, with each 
Jew feeling nostalgia for these ten lost tribes, exiled in distant lands, 
beyond the mythical and impassable river Sambation. However, there 
is much greater nostalgia for the nation’s unity than for territorial 
space. The territorial disparity has only a limited impact on the unity 
of the national consciousness—basically, because the unity of the peo¬ 
ple of Israel flows much more from its covenant with God than from 
its rootedness in a unified territory. 
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Sedentary People, 'Nomadic God 

The ties by which biblical Israel historically and symbolically binds it¬ 
self to its land thus appear highly complex. Its attachment to the Law 
and its sacerdotal vocation allow it to transcend certain territorial con¬ 
tingencies; it does not dare forget that it has only the usufruct of the 
ground it cultivates. This distanced attachment to the land in no way, 
however, implies any a priori valorization of nomadism. For Cain, 
wandering is a punishment. For Israel in the desert, it is just a spell, a 
stage in a journey that leads to the Promised Land, and this destina¬ 
tion gives the trip its whole meaning. The prophet Jeremiah does ex¬ 
alt the example of the Rechabites who, obeying the injunction of their 
common ancestor, do not drink wine, do not build houses, do not 
sow grain or plant vines, and who live in tents. But he does not really 
do so to vaunt their mode of existence (which incidentally guarantees 
that they will live long days on the land where they are sojourning). 
His concern is rather to contrast the Rechabites’ sense of the law and 
their faithfulness to their earthly father, on the one hand, and the 
weakness of which Israel is too often guilty in the practice of the pre¬ 
scriptions transmitted by its celestial Father, on the other . 63 

Biblical liturgical time is based on the agricultural year; the festivals 
commemorating the Hebrews’ peregrinations in the desert follow the 
yearly progress of work on the land. When the land enjoys divine atten¬ 
tion and the rains fall regularly, it is a fertile and spacious country, flow¬ 
ing with milk and honey, where bunches of grapes are so big that they 
must be carried by two people on a pole, a country that produces wheat, 
barley, grapes, figs, pomegranates, olive trees, and honey, where you eat 
unstintingly and lack for nothing . 64 Biblical happiness is agricultural 
happiness, whose summit is reached in the ideal period of Israel’s sover¬ 
eignty over its soil during Solomon’s reign: “Judah and Israel were as 
numerous as the sands of the sea; they ate and drank and were con¬ 
tent .” 65 Inversely, unhappiness is building houses where one will not 
live, planting vines whose wine one will not drink. The punishment of 
sin is not just exile, it is also the ruin of the land: fertile countryside be¬ 
comes desert, cities fall under the fire of divine wrath, the whole country 
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becomes desolate. The hopes of return and restoration are also ex¬ 
pressed by the prophets in agricultural terms: the plowman will con¬ 
verge with the harvester, he who presses the grape with him that sows 
the seed, the mountains will drip with the juice of the vine, the hills 
will flow with milk, and all the streams of Judah will be full of water . 66 

The testimony about this earthly rootedness and the gratitude that 
Israel feels to the God who has made it possible is plentiful in bibli¬ 
cal literature. It is indeed this gradual and resolute passage from no¬ 
madism to sedentary life that primarily characterizes the history of 
biblical Israel. And soon the urban model will take priority over rural 
spaces. From this standpoint, the existence of Jerusalem, a Jebusite 
fortress conquered by David quite late, and its promotion to the rank 
of capital of the kingdom, profoundly modifies Israel’s relationship 
with its territory, while strengthening and stabilizing it. The territory 
is now endowed with a center of gravity, a prime site of power, to¬ 
ward which everyone looks. Jerusalem is the first Israelite city in the 
proper sense of the word: it belongs to no tribe and is inhabited by a 
population originating in all the tribes. The transfer of the Ark of the 
Covenant within its walls and then the building of the sanctuary make 
it the holy city of all Israel . 67 The divine election of Jerusalem extends 
the election of the people and the land. It is the sign of the fulfillment 
of the promise and the success of the Covenant: it fully manifests Is¬ 
rael’s political autonomy over its land . 68 

But it is no less evident that God Himself follows the example of 
His people only after a delay, as though reticent about passing, in His 
turn, from a nomadic way of life to a sedentary one, abandoning His 
rural existence for an urban one . 69 David quickly transfers the Axk of 
the Covenant to Jerusalem. But, curiously, the Ark continues to reside 
under a tent, while the king himself lives in a stone palace. When David 
contemplates remedying this asymmetry, God does not seem enchanted 
with the prospect and protests vigorously: “Are you the one to build a 
house for Me to dwell in? From the day that I brought the people of 
Israel out of Egypt to this day, I have not dwelt in a house, but have 
moved about in tent and tabernacle .” 70 It is much more difficult for 
God than for His people to be shut up in a place, still less a fixed place. 
Solomon, who will have the honor of building the sanctuary, will under- 
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line this in his inaugural speech. Does God reside on earth? When all 
the heavens cannot contain Him, how then could the House that one 
has built for Him ? 71 A single sacred site will always have a hard time 
being accepted, even after the construction of the Temple; thus the 
prophet Elijah does not hesitate to build an altar and sacrifice to the 
Lord on Mount Carmel—not in Jerusalem . 72 The absolute preemi¬ 
nence of the central sanctuary is not, in fact, achieved until after the 
return of the Judean exiles from Babylon—and, as we shall see, in a rad¬ 
ically new historical and territorial context. 

God’s nomadism thus survives the sedentarization of His people. 
And the land itself, as the site of the worship of this God, appears to 
have a nomadic vocation. This comes out in the story of Naaman, a 
general in the army of the king of Syria, who is stricken with leprosy. 
When he presents himself to Elisha, the prophet invites him to bathe 
seven times in the Jordan. The sick man expresses his disappointment 
at first: he was expecting a laying-on of hands and an invocation of the 
Lord’s name, and he strongly doubts that the waters of Israel are bet¬ 
ter than those of his own country. Yet he resolves to perform this im¬ 
mersion—and emerges from the river cured. He then returns to Elisha 
and tells him: “Now I know that there is no God in the whole world 
except in Israel!” He promises no longer to offer sacrifices to other 
gods except the Lord and asks to take with him “two muleloads of 
earth .” 73 This whole story is marked with ambiguity. The non-Israelite 
performs a first displacement by coming to the land of Israel in the 
hope of finding healing. Having arrived, though, it is firsdy in men and 
in the God they serve that he puts his hopes, much more than in the 
land itself. However, it is through the earth, or more exacdy through 
the waters that run through it, that he is cured. He does not there¬ 
fore conclude that it is necessary to remain on the soil that has saved 
him, and so he returns home. But he takes with him symbolically and 
concretely a bit of the land he is leaving. The land, so to speak, follows 
him, and on this delocalized land, he will be able to worship the true 
God. 

What Naaman’s story reveals is really the existence of two lands. 
One is a “human” land, the concrete country that God has given as 
residence to a concrete people, where a native has a natural vocation 
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to live. For Naaman, this is Syria, which is naturally where he returns. 
The other is the “divine” land, the atopical site of the meeting between 
humankind and God. This site is discovered by Naaman in the land of 
Israel, but he can then take it away with him. 

For a Flebrew, the situation is both simpler and more complex. It 
is more complex because, historically, his natural place is first and fore¬ 
most the atopical site of the meeting with the Divine, a moveable 
place that follows him throughout his peregrinations in the desert. It 
is only subsequently that the land of Israel becomes his natural place 
of residence, where his rights over it can always be compromised by a 
breaking of the contract of the Covenant. It is simpler, too, because 
for an Israelite established in the land of Israel, the “human” land and 
the “divine” land are henceforth entirely congruent, and because for 
him, any exile is now both an unnatural disengagement from his place 
of residence and a sign and cause of an alteration in his relationship 
with the Divine. 


If I Forget Thee, O Jerusalem . .. 

The experience of exile therefore gives rise to the frequently poignant 
expression of a double nostalgia. We shall not here recall the whole of 
the famous Psalm 137, 74 in which the exiles from Judah sit down on the 
riverbank at Babylon to weep over the memory of Zion. A single detail 
demands our attention: when their oppressors ask them to sing “one 
of the songs of Zion,” the sorrowful Judeans protest: “How can we 
sing the songs of the Lord while in a foreign land?” This is an eloquent 
shift in vocabulary! For the exiles, a “song of Zion” is nothing other 
than a “song of the Lord,” since Zion is not merely a geographical place; 
it is the place where the Lord lives. So there is no difference between the 
“human” land and the “divine” land. Any literature of exile thus sponta¬ 
neously ascends to a theology of exile, and, as we shall see, into an ethic 
of exile. Keeping in mind the ruin of the kingdom of Samaria and the 
dispersal of the ten northern tribes in 722 b.c.e., the Judean exiles of 586 
b.c.e. wonder anxiously about the causes and meaning of their exile, 
and about the legitimacy of their hopes of return. 
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The different strata of biblical literature furnish various responses to 
such questions, which despite their apparent diversity are highly co¬ 
herent. It is because Israel has broken the contract binding it to God 
that God has broken the tie linking Israel with its land. Israel entered 
this land to observe the Law there. It is sin that condemns it to exile, at 
the same time as it condemns the land to desolation. The boundaries 
of Israel are not guaranteed unless Israel respects the boundaries of the 
Law. Any confusion, any erasure of the division between the sacred and 
the profane, between what is permissible and what is forbidden, be¬ 
tween good and evil, ineluctably leads to exile. Inversely, any restora¬ 
tion of this division leads to a return. 

In order not totally to lose its territory, Israel must, as we have 
seen, periodically relinquish the hold it has over it, so that it is pri¬ 
marily its relation to time that conditions its relation to space. A con¬ 
fusion in time in effect inexorably induces a confusion of space. Thus 
some sources insist upon the gravity of infractions of the rules of the 
sabbatical and jubilee years; because the fallow year was not punctually 
observed every seven years, the land expelled its inhabitants in order to 
stand idle for seventy years in a row. Similarly, in Jeremiah and Isaiah, 
the hope of return is attached to a rigorous respect of the weekly Shab- 
bat rest , 75 and at the time of the restoration, Nehemiah once more puts 
Judeans on guard against any profanation of this holy day, a profana¬ 
tion for which their fathers were punished with all the disasters that be¬ 
fell them and Jerusalem . 76 

There is another confusion heavy with consequences: the transgres¬ 
sion of sexual, ethnic, and religious boundaries. Incest, coitus during 
menstrual periods, adultery, male homosexuality, and bestiality are 
among the abominations through which the first occupants of Canaan 
soiled the country and for which they were extirpated from it. Israel 
must absolutely abstain from these things: any imitation of the de¬ 
praved customs of the idolatrous Canaanites irrevocably condemns it 
to exile . 77 Any alliance with them is prohibited because it is full of 
danger: “You must not make a covenant with the inhabitants of the 
land, for they will lust after their gods and sacrifice to their gods and 
invite you, and you will eat of their sacrifices. And when you take 
wives from among their daughters for your sons, their daughters will 
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lust after their gods and will cause your sons to lust after their gods .” 78 
These three major transgressions are in fact closely interconnected and 
partake of the same negative dynamic: marriage with idolatrous pop¬ 
ulations leads to practicing idolatry, and the idolatrous cults are them¬ 
selves associated with reprehensible sexual practices. At the time of the 
return from Babylon, Esdras and Nehemiah vigorously reassert the 
prohibition against exogamy and demand that those exiles guilty of 
such infractions send back their foreign wives and the children born 
of them . 79 

The great prophets would contribute to breaking the shackles of 
this strictly legal and cultic causal explanation of exile. Some state¬ 
ments in the Pentateuch had already made sojourn on the land depen¬ 
dent upon respect for more properly ethical norms, such as honor due 
to parents according to the fifth commandment, or the use of exact 
and honest weights and measures . 80 But the classical prophets were 
the ones to carry this ethical conditionality to its full crystallization. It 
was they who would raise social morality to the rank of a basic condi¬ 
tion for the existence of the nation on its land—against the people’s 
idea that God would demand nothing other than the performance of 
a ritual. Israel must practice above all what is just and right, abstain 
from oppressing the foreigner, the widow, and the orphan, and avoid 
spilling innocent blood, if it wants God to let it reside forever on the 
land that He gave to its ancestors . 81 

Exile is thus a penalty for the indefinitely reiterated transgression of 
multiple boundaries. But it is also expiation. And it is not destined to 
last eternally, inasmuch as sincere repentance, the observance of Shab- 
bat, the practice of endogamy, moral uprightness, and a return to the 
Law and to God will open up the way to gather together and to return 
to the land. God will have mercy on His people, He will reunite its dis¬ 
persed members, and tomorrow Israel will repossess the country that 
its forefathers once possessed. The prophets never tire of announcing 
the radiant future of the return, the return of all, the definitive return. 
But if the prophetic visions of its reestablishment eloquently, and in a 
necessarily particularistic sense, reaffirm the imprescriptibility of the link 
between Israel and its place, they also ineluctably slide toward utopia 
and toward the universal, a slide wholly in harmony with the ethical 
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focus we have just mentioned. Firsdy, the shift is toward utopia because 
no partial and fragile return, like that of the Babylonian exiles, can ulti¬ 
mately be taken as a realization, because a relative and precarious sover¬ 
eignty can never fulfill the hopes of a time when a people will no longer 
draw a sword against another people, when one will no longer learn the 
arts of war. Secondly, the shift is toward the universal because the ex¬ 
pected restoration does not involve Israel alone, because the fate of 
humanity as a whole depends on it, because the land of Israel is in a 
sense called upon to become the land of all nations. The reconstructed 
sanctuary “shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples” and many 
peoples will go up to the Mount of the Lord, “for instruction shall 
come forth from Zion, and word of the Lord from Jerusalem .” 82 

The extreme exaltation of the land and of Israel’s relation to this land 
thus winds up as a double paradox. On the one hand, the prophetic 
literature opens up to the nations a way to universalize the relation 
with the land. And on the other, it contains, for Israel, the germ of a 
derealization of the land, as it is being tossed into a meta-history. Of 
course, the links of Israel with the concrete land are still far from sev¬ 
ered. It will take other evolutions, other catastrophes, for this dereal¬ 
ization and this transformation to be effective. An edict from the Per¬ 
sian Cyrus, in 538-539 b.c.e. would soon allow certain Judean exiles to 
resettle on ancestral soil, an autonomous Jewish society to reorganize 
itself there, and the Temple to be rebuilt. But it remains true that the 
imperfection of this return and the spirit of prophetic visions will 
definitely establish a relationship between Israel and its land that is es¬ 
sentially conceived in terms of nostalgia and hope. The land once pos¬ 
sessed will never again cease to be a promised land. 
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New Horizons 

The year 70 C.E. is usually regarded as the great caesura in the ancient 
history of Israel. Many factors have contributed to assigning this year 
the place it occupies in both Jewish and non-Jewish memory. The de¬ 
struction of the Second Temple by the Romans was so definitive that 
it appears to close one epoch and open another. After 70 c.e., except 
for the last and catastrophic revolt against Rome of 132-35 c.e., the 
Jewish people ceased to aspire to any political sovereignty, and they 
would have to wait until the middle of the twentieth century for at 
least some of them to rebuild an independent nation-state on a por¬ 
tion of the ancestral soil. Christians were long tempted to see the ruin 
of the Jerusalem sanctuary as the announced punishment for the Jews’ 
rejection of Jesus as Messiah and of his message, and the starting point 
of a dispersal and humiliation now serving as witness to that rejection— 
which would only be ended one day by an ultimate conversion. More¬ 
over, in Jewish liturgical practice, the catastrophe of the year 70 c.e. lies 
at the heart of the annual commemoration of 9 av , 1 on which day it is 
customary solemnly to remind the grieving faithful of how many years 
have passed since then. And in accordance with Jewish tradition and 
its cyclical conception of history, 9 av is also the date of other serious 
and painful events in national history: on this day, the Hebrews were 
condemned not to enter Canaan after the episode of their explorers, 
and it is also when Bethar, the last fortified site of the revolt of 135 c.e., 
34 finally fell, and when the earth of Jerusalem was “plowed up” by the 
emperor Hadrian. 2 Later and in the same fashion, people would asso¬ 
ciate 9 civ with the expulsions of the Jews from England (1290), from 
France (1394), and from Spain (1492). Above all, and most important, 
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it could not be forgotten that 9 av was the date of the destruction of 
the First Temple, back in 586 b.c.e.. 

From the standpoint of the Jews’ relation to territory, it was this 
first event that really marked the principal break. Unlike the exiles 
of the kingdom of Samaria who were deported in 722 b.c.e. to As¬ 
syria, of whom the traces were lost, the Judean deportees to Babylon 
remained self-aware during their exile and persistently aspired to re¬ 
turn. They lived in a tension between two places: exile ( Galut) and the 
Holy Land. Cyrus’s decree, by allowing the physical return of some of 
these exiles to their lost country and by helping in the re-creation 
there of a relatively autonomous Jewish homeland, would in no way 
suppress this bipolarization of the existential Jewish condition, but 
rather strengthened it. This return was by no means a return to a prior 
situation. Classical and then medieval rabbinic sources have always 
been reticent about granting the Second Temple a dignity on a par 
with the First: a talmudic passage notes, for example, that not having 
been constructed by a descendant of Shem (as Solomon was), but by 
a son of Japheth (Cyrus), this second sanctuary could never be home 
to the Divine Presence—which could only ever reside in the tents of 
Shem. 3 Moreover, only a small portion of the exiles returned to Pales¬ 
tine, and so the dispersion did not really end; but, by becoming vol¬ 
untary, at least theoretically, its meaning necessarily changed. Finally, 
except for the parenthesis of the Hasmonaean period from 140 to 63 
b.c.e., marked by the restoration of full political independence and by 
the reconquest of territories that had been part of the ancient kingdoms 
of Israel and Judah, Palestine would repeatedly be integrated into geo¬ 
political entities that were extraordinarily vast—the great ancient Per¬ 
sian, Hellenistic, and then Roman empires. These empires, notably the 
Roman, did not have a national character as far as power structures 
were concerned: they were ruled by neutral institutional cadres that 
created an “internationalist” climate propitious to the development of 
a universalism of civilization. To be a Roman, for example, was not a 
matter of ancestral origins but of participation in the life of the civi¬ 
lized Roman world, and in 212, Caracalla would grant Roman citizen¬ 
ship to all inhabitants of the empire. This modification of the status of 
the land of Israel in its relations with the rest of the inhabited world, 
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associated with the geographical dissemination ol the Jewish popula¬ 
tion and the internationalization of the Jewish condition, would con¬ 
stitute one of the major challenges of the new era. 4 

In this respect, the position taken by the historian Flavius Josephus, 
who, after having fought the Romans in Galilee, later witnessed the 
destruction of Jerusalem in 70 C.e. from on their side, shows a rever¬ 
sal of perspectives that, albeit by no means general in the Jewish 
world, is nonetheless revealing. Although born in Jerusalem of a 
priestly family, and of a mother descended from the Hasmonaean dy¬ 
nasty, Josephus wrote of the ancient history of his people, and of 
events in which he had participated, as a Jew of the Diaspora. He lived 
in a world that greatly exceeded the borders of Judea, and his writings 
no doubt owed much to his personal way of locating himself in that 
world. So in his eyes, the heart of the promise made to Abraham was, 
not the gift of the land of Israel, but rather primarily the proliferation 
of his descendants. And the development of the dispersion was for 
him much less a punishment than precisely the realization of this 
promise. Israel had become so numerous that its land could not con¬ 
tain it, and from now on the Jews were called upon to reside and mul¬ 
tiply from one end of the world to the other! 

Less radical, perhaps, but just as significant is the attitude of the 
philosopher and commentator Philo, a Hellenistic Jew from Alexan¬ 
dria, who was born a half-century before Josephus and died before the 
catastrophe of 70 c.e. Although he did make the physical pilgrimage 
to Jerusalem, as an exegete, Philo had a clear tendency to allegorize 
the scriptural story of the patriarchs’ peregrinations, which he re¬ 
garded more as a migration of the soul than as a physical migration. 
He identified the land with the legacy of Wisdom, and also identified 
its eternal possession with control by the spirit (i.e., Abraham and his 
descendants) over the body (i.e., Canaan). Merely a stage in the devel¬ 
opment of the soul, the settlement in Canaan was not the most posi¬ 
tive stage—and certainly not the last one. In fact, Philo was not willing 
to locate the culmination of this voyage anywhere from which Moses 
was absent. He even invested the legal prescriptions dealing directly 
with the land with a pedagogic function: the sabbatical year taught a 
mastery over desire, and the prohibition against selling a plot in per- 
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petuity was a reminder that the world is an alien place in which the 
sole authentic citizen is God. 

Thus, as Josephus did after him, Philo introduced into his vision of 
Jewish identity a dimension of universalism that might seem scarcely 
compatible with the explicit particularism of the biblical theology of 
the land. In effect, his Judaism was a religious or cultural nationality, 
in which he minimized the link with an ethnic or territorial base. 
Thus, when he discussed the loyalties owed by a Jew of the Diaspora, 
he easily distinguished between a Jew’s attachment to his homeland , 
that is, to the place outside Palestine where he had been born and 
grown up, and his attachment to the metropole of Israel, that is, to 
Jerusalem, birthplace of the collectivity to which he belonged . 5 

It would be misleading to take the attitudes of Philo and Josephus 
as representative of the whole Jewish world in the long period stretch¬ 
ing from the reconstruction (538 b.c.e.) to the final destruction of the 
Second Temple (70 c.e.). But they are no less patent signs, at the close 
of this period and in Hellenized Jewish milieux, of a change in their 
relationship to the land of Israel that affected the different strata of an¬ 
cient Jewry in various ways. 


A Partial Reappropriation 

The breadth of this gradual enlargement of Jewish horizons of experi¬ 
ence offers a striking contrast to the relatively modest restoration that 
was led in the sixth century b.c.e. by men like Esdras, Nehemiah, and 
Zorobabel. 

Seen as the realization of the prophecies of Jeremiah , 6 the return of 
the exiles from Babylon is presented by the Bible as the outcome of 
twin causes: political, since it was Cyrus who decided upon it, and di¬ 
vine, since it was the Lord who inspired him to push His Judean sub¬ 
jects to reconstruct their Temple. Thus the initiative did not come 
from the Judeans themselves; the return could only occur at the end 
of the period of exile fixed by God Himself. When they arrived on the 
soil of their homeland, the handful of men who had resolved to make 
the trip did not find any of their own kind there, but rather an alien, 
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hostile local population. Scriptural sources mention a “people of the 
country” or “peoples of the country,” who are presented as descending 
from deportees brought from Assyria by Sargon in the eighth century 
b.c.e. in order to repopulate a Samaria emptied of its Israelite inhab¬ 
itants. 7 This initial ethnic heterogeneity would never disappear; it 
would even have a tendency to become much more marked under the 
Greek and Roman dominations. The land of Israel does not ever be¬ 
come again the land of the Jews, at least not exclusively. In fact, the 
spatial criterion and the ethnic criterion would never again coincide: 
many non-Jews lived on the land, and many Jews continued to live 
outside it, notably in Egypt and in Babylonia. Moreover, the new 
colony of Judea did not restore a political and cultural situation com¬ 
parable with the ancient kingdom of Judah. For one thing, its fron¬ 
tiers were much reduced. 8 

In truth, the enterprise of reconstruction was in no way marked by 
a preoccupation with reconquering territory. Even much later, in the 
Hasmonaean era, one did not go to war for land but for the sake of 
the Law. When in 167 b.c.e., Judas Maccabaeus and his brothers took 
up arms in reaction to the forced Hellenization policy of Antiochus 
IV Epiphanes, their goal was clear: “Let us restore the shattered for¬ 
tunes of our nation; let us fighter our nation and for the holy place ? 9 So 
the motive for the revolt was primarily religious. The land was only 
liberated from foreign grasp because this liberation was necessary for 
a thoroughgoing realization of the Law. The extremism of the Zealots 
themselves during the first century c.e. cannot be reduced to simple 
irredentism. 10 It can only be understood in relation to a particular so¬ 
cial context and to powerful messianic expectations. It expressed an 
aspiration to freedom, an affirmation of the exclusive sovereignty of 
God, and an uncompromising rejection of any pagan tyranny, whether 
in the form of an outrageous seizure of land or else of unbearable tax¬ 
ation. 11 Similarly, in the following centuiy, the adherence of a sage like 
Akiva to the revolt of Simeon bar-Kokhba should not be misunder¬ 
stood. In fact, many—principally talmudic—texts report that Akiva was 
imprisoned by the Roman authorities, and that he died under torture, 
but it seems that the principal reason for this fate was his unwavering 
will to continue to teach the Torah. 12 
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Independently of this predominance of the religious over the terri¬ 
torial, the Judaism of the Second Temple period no longer essentially 
believed that a conquest could by itself legitimize possession. Accord¬ 
ingly, classical rabbinic literature significandy rewrote the biblical his¬ 
tory of the initial conquest of the land of Israel. For example, it sug¬ 
gested that the Canaanites were never the legitimate owners of the 
land, which had from the beginning been granted to Shem, and so 
Israel had done nothing more than recover something that had been its 
from the start. It was even intimated that the Hebrews had not seized 
the land from the Canaanites by force, but that, on the contrary, the 
latter had spontaneously withdrawn, which praiseworthy action God 
was supposed to have recompensed by giving them Africa. Finally, 
notwithstanding the evidence of scriptural narratives and the explicit 
provisions of the Law, which required the extermination of the first oc¬ 
cupants and proscribed any alliance with them, certain traditions 
evoked the negotiations between Joshua and the Canaanites, who were 
offered the possibility of a spontaneous withdrawal or a peace agree¬ 
ment. As a general rule, Second Temple thinking tended to substitute a 
legal, and even pacific, process for the idea of a violent conquest . 13 

These rewritings of biblical history were naturally not unconnected 
with the historic experience of the Judeans returning from Babylon, 
who did nothing more than reoccupy a territory that the powerful of 
this world, like Cyrus, recognized as legally belonging to them. It was 
not a question of conquest or of reconquest, but of a legal restitution. 
With respect to the land of Israel, moreover, classical Jewish law clearly 
distinguished among three types of territories: those that had actually 
been recolonized by the Jews returning from Babylon, which they pos¬ 
sessed by virtue of their right of ownership; then, those territories that 
had been subjected by Joshua by means of conquest, but were not re¬ 
colonized at the time of the return; and, finally, those that had been in¬ 
cluded in the ideal limits of the land according to the Bible but had not 
really ever been populated by Israelites. The nature of the particular 
sanctity attached to each of these three zones was a subject of debate. 
For some, the sanctity of territory conquered by Joshua was temporary 
and had been annulled by Nebuchadnezzar’s invasion—one conquest 
erasing the other. Inversely, the sanctity of territory recolonized by the 
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returning Babylonian Jews was supposed to be eternal, because no 
new conquest could possibly annul a right of ownership duly recog¬ 
nized—force could not trump right . 14 

Far from being purely theoretical, these distinctions had practical 
consequences. The biblical agricultural prescriptions in fact applied in 
their total rigor only to the zones repopulated at the time of the re¬ 
turn. Thus a sage of the second century like Rabbi Meir permits him¬ 
self the consumption of vegetables from Bet-Shean without raising the 
tithe. In his eyes, even though it formed part of the land of Israel ac¬ 
cording to its biblical definition , 15 this locality had lost its initial sa¬ 
cred status because it had not been recolonized in the time of Esdras, 
so the legal obligation to tithe was no longer required. Talmudic sources 
would go even farther in implying that the people of the Second Tem¬ 
ple era had deliberately decided not to recolonize certain territories in 
order that the sabbatical year would not have to be observed and char¬ 
ity might always be practiced there. In point of fact, the legal and rit¬ 
ual relationship of Israel to its land seems quite simply to have been 
outweighed by social and ethical concerns . 16 

In any case, one determining historical fact should be underlined 
here: the concentration of those who did come back in the area around 
the rebuilt Temple and in Jerusalem. Henceforth, the focus passed 
from land to city, and to the city as sanctuary. Whereas Moses had an¬ 
nounced a return to the “land” that had been formerly possessed, Ne- 
hemiah asked nothing else of God than a return to the place He had 
chosen as a dwelling for His Name . 17 Hence it was the Temple, first 
and foremost, that would furnish all of the people, in Judea as in the 
Diaspora, with the national foundation that they needed. The catastro¬ 
phe that might still threaten the nation was no longer the loss of its ter¬ 
ritory or exile, but the destruction of the sanctuary. The land toward 
which all gazes converged was now a Holy Land—to wit, the place of 
residence of the Divine Name, the Temple site. The single and unique 
occasion on which the scriptural corpus uses the name “Holy Land” to 
refer to Palestine appears, significantly, in Zechariah, the prophet of the 
return, and strictly in connection with Judea and Jerusalem . 18 

A new spatial configuration now imposed itself, much more marked 
by an opposition between the center and the periphery than between 
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inside and outside. The nation no longer needed an inside, where it 
could gather as a whole, sheltered from the impurity of the outside, 
but rather a center, a place of symbolic convergence. And this center 
was supplied by the Temple. 


The Center and the Periphery 

Ezekiel had already placed Jerusalem “in the midst of nations” and 
presented Israel as living at the “earth’s navel.” Classical rabbinic liter¬ 
ature would repeat this image, declaring that the Sanhedrin was “sit¬ 
ting at the navel of the earth .” 19 But, in placing this central point at the 
heart of a complex system, itself constituted by several concentric circles 
of increasing sanctity, this literature would manifest a clear evolution of 
perspective. The center of the earth was no longer a space clearly sepa¬ 
rated from the rest of the world, where the people of Israel as a whole 
resided. It was essentially the point in space with which the Jew main¬ 
tained an exclusive ritual tie, varying according to the place in which 
he found himself physically, and according to the social group to which 
he belonged, as well as according to his personal degree of purity. The 
land of Israel was thus more holy than all other countries because from 
it alone could be gathered certain agricultural offerings. Jerusalem was 
more holy than other walled cities in Palestine because widiin it, and 
it alone, it was permitted to consume certain consecrated foods. The 
Temple Mount was holier than the rest of Jerusalem because access to it 
was forbidden to men with emissions and to menstruating women. Then 
came, in order, the temple enclosure, the Court of the Women, die Court 
of the Israelites, the Court of the Priests, the space between the vestibule 
and the altar, the sanctuary, and finally the Holy of Holies—the most 
central and most sacred of spaces—where only the High Priest could 
enter on the day of Yom Kippur . 20 This religious centrality was com¬ 
pounded by a cosmic centrality that confirmed it. The land of Israel was 
the loftiest of all the countries in the world, and the Temple was the 
most lofty place in the land of Israel . 21 The sanctuary was both the door 
of heaven and built direcdy above the abyss. It was included among 
the seven things that were conceived before the creation of the world: 
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the Torah, repentance, the Garden of Eden, Gehinnom, the Throne of 
Glory, the Temple, and the name of the Messiah, son of David. The 
creation of die world itself had started there. 22 

The theme of the centrality of Jerusalem and its sanctuary would 
have a remarkable history in the Middle Ages. But then die representa¬ 
tion of this centrality would largely overtake its reality —it would be 
substituted for it and function in its place. This was as yet far from the 
case in the period we are dealing with here, until the catastrophe of 
70 C.E., or even later. The land of Israel was not merely central to the 
historical consciousness of die Jewish people or to its system of sym¬ 
bolic representations. It effectively played the role of center vis-a-vis 
die Diaspora, perceived as periphery, at a time when the gathering in 
of exiles remained a major eschatological prospect, even if the disper¬ 
sal was conceived of more as die result of voluntary emigration or of 
expansion than as a punishment. 

In Hellenistic and Roman times, Judea still exercised an institu¬ 
tional and religious hegemony that endowed this centrality with all 
the weight of the real. Of course, Jewish cities like Alexandria did en¬ 
joy great autonomy; Flavius Josephus did not hesitate to compare the 
authority of this community’s ethnarch with that of the all-powerful 
head of an independent state. Nevertheless, on the political level, the 
Jewish leaders of Palestine could direcdy influence the fate of their co¬ 
religionists of the Diaspora. Thus in the first century c.e., the rights 
granted by the roman emperor Claudius to the Jews of Alexandria 
were owing in large part to the efforts of Agrippa I, king of Judea. 23 

The Temple of Jerusalem was the only legitimate national sanctu¬ 
ary, although at Leontopolis, in Egypt, there was a regional temple, 
erected by the priest Onias IV in the second century b.c.e., which 
continued to function for some time even after the destruction of 
Jerusalem in 70 c.e. Located in a distant place, however, it would 
never play a major role, responding merely to the needs of the Jewish 
military colony of Leontopolis, and even the Jews of Egypt did not re¬ 
gard it as their temple. Similarly, while the scholars of the Holy Land 
granted it a certain legitimacy, they never saw it as a sanctuary rivaling 
Jerusalem’s. Thus they considered that one who had vowed to offer 
a sacrifice in Leontopolis ought to do so in Jerusalem, but that if he 
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fulfilled his vow at Leontopolis, he might be considered to have ac¬ 
complished it. Conversely, one who made the same vow without spec¬ 
ifying the place ought absolutely to fulfill it at the central sanctuary in 
Jerusalem and could in no case be considered to have acquitted him¬ 
self of his obligation if he offered his sacrifice at Onias’s temple. 24 

On the other hand, there were indeed synagogues located every¬ 
where in the Diaspora where one could gather to pray, read, and study 
the Law. The precise origins of this kind of institution are obscure. 
They are generally dated back to the Babylonian exile, where they were 
pardy a substitute for the destroyed Temple. But the reconstruction of 
the sanctuary did not eliminate them. On the contrary, during the whole 
period of the Second Temple, and notably in the first century, syna¬ 
gogues were numerous, not only in the Diaspora, but also in the Holy 
Land and even in Jerusalem. However, they were by no means antag¬ 
onistic to the central sanctuary—although they were spaces belonging 
to the rising order of scholars as opposed to the space belonging to the 
priestly aristocracy. Rather, they were the extension, the relaying, even 
the emanation, of the Temple. The Holy City housed a number of syn¬ 
agogues for Jews from specific countries, sometimes offering lodging 
for pilgrims and allowing them to develop gradual and mediated con¬ 
tact with the unknown realities of Judea. They played an important 
role in relations between the center and the different Jewish commu¬ 
nities of the Diaspora. 

In any case, the Temple of Jerusalem remained the sole site where it 
was really legitimate—and, according to the Law, obligatory—to offer 
sacrifices. These sacrifices were practiced on different occasions: for in¬ 
voluntary or deliberate sins, for women’s accouchements, as the culmi¬ 
nation of conversion to Judaism, and so on. Of course, within the Holy 
Land itself, the practice of sacrifice was far from systematic, notably in 
the matter of births, and there is every reason to think that die Jews of 
the Diaspora themselves developed an attenuated and softened inter¬ 
pretation of this commandment. 25 Similarly, while Scripture stipulated 
that any male had the obligation to present himself before God three 
times a year (at Passover, the Festival of Weeks, and Sukkoth), the rite 
of pilgrimage was certainly not felt to be binding, either in the Holy 
Land or in the Diaspora. 
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But the number of pilgrims flowing periodically to Jerusalem from 
all corners of the empire was nevertheless considerable. The Pax Ro- 
mana, the reconstruction of the sanctuary by Herod the Great in the 
first century b.c.e., demographic growth in the Jewish world, and 
proselytism all contributed to increasing this number greatly toward 
die end of the Second Temple period. Some historians have estimated 
that tens of thousands attended each festival. These pilgrims came prin¬ 
cipally from Jerusalem and from Judea, but also from Galilee, Peraea, 
and Syria, as well as from the rest of the Diaspora. Moreover, classical 
rabbinic literature included among the reasons justifying the insertion 
into the calendar of an additional month a desire to allow some con¬ 
voys of pilgrims the time to reach Jerusalem before Passover, 26 and 
granted a status of particular purity to the routes taken by the faithful, 
including those outside the Holy Land. However, there was no sec¬ 
ondary sanctuary on the road that led to Jerusalem. No “theology of 
the route” developed; notions of penitence or self-sacrifice were not ex¬ 
plicitly associated with it; and in any case, the Jewish pilgrim did not 
follow, in the stages along the way, any particular mythic or historical 
events. Unlike the Christian pilgrim, who walked in the steps of Jesus, 
he merely headed, alone or more often in a group, toward the unique 
holy place of Judaism in order to live alongside his co-religionists from 
the four corners of the world in a unique communitarian experience. 27 

As important as these cultic and collective manifestations of the at¬ 
tachment to the center were, they were far from being the only ones. 
The sanctuary did not possess either land or property, and so it de¬ 
pended directly upon the generosity of the faithful for its upkeep. It 
had to perform public sacrifices on working and festival days and in¬ 
curred many expenses directly or indirectly linked to worship. A con¬ 
tribution of a half a shekel a year by each adult male was designed pre¬ 
cisely to respond to these needs. This obligation, which applied to 
Jews of the Diaspora as well, is mentioned for the first time in the first 
century' b.c.e. and is alluded to more frequently after the start of the 
Roman presence in the Holy Land. This was not a voluntary offering; 
in effect, the half shekel was more akin to a tax, and the non-Jewish 
authorities regarded it as such. After the catastrophe of 70 C.E., the 
Romans were naturally led to put in its place a fiscus judaicus of two 
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denarii payable by all Jews of the Holy Land and of the Diaspora, 
henceforth destined for the temple of the Capitoline Jupiter in Rome. 

With regard to the arrival in Jerusalem of sums collected from all 
corners of the Jewish world, the sources reveal three terms corre¬ 
sponding to the three pilgrimage periods. Money from the Holy Land 
came before Passover; neighboring countries paid before the Festival 
of Weeks; and money came from Babylon, Media, and more distant 
countries before the Festival of Sukkoth. This contribution gave those 
who actually paid it (estimated at a third of those eligible) a sense of 
direct participation in the worship practiced in Jerusalem, without 
their having to go there. But the half shekel covered much more than 
expenses strictly related to worship; it allowed for the payment of those 
who corrected sacred books and the judges who sat in Jerusalem, it 
guaranteed provision of water to the city, the repair of walls, and so 
forth. Thanks to the extension of the sacred space to areas outside the 
sanctuary, it was to the Holy City as a whole that the contributor con¬ 
cretely manifested his attachment by discharging the annual payment 
of the half shekel. 

In addition, when someone physically went to Judea, it was not 
only in order to offer a sacrifice at the Temple of Jerusalem or to bring 
in the levies and tithes reserved for the priests. Some proselytes un¬ 
dertook the trip to round out their conversion, often doing so on the 
occasion of a pilgrimage, either by choice or else in the absence of a 
proper rabbinic tribunal in their country of residence. Tombs of Dias¬ 
pora Jews discovered by archeologists are those of pilgrims who died 
during their pilgrimage or of people who came to spend their final 
days there. In fact, Diaspora families regularly established themselves on 
a permanent basis on the soil of the fatherland, and some even managed 
to acquire a dominant position there. However, the Holy Land did not 
owe its power of attraction to the sanctuary alone, because a whole set 
of institutions and activities had arisen within and around the Temple, 
which were naturally a focus of attention. The Temple itself was the 
nerve center of the Jewish world, the stage where anyone who had 
something to say came to make himself heard, the meeting place of 
visionaries and charismatic leaders, the theater and the prize of politi¬ 
cal struggles, and the hearth where the flame of revolt against the 
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occupiers would be lit. It was in the sanctuary that the signal for the 
first Jewish war against Rome was given, when in the year 66 c.e., 
Eleazar, son of the high priest, ordered a cessation of the daily sacrifice 
due to Caesar. But there were other—and longer-lasting—factors. The 
Holy City was also the headquarters of the Sanhedrin, the high court 
of justice, whose decisions were communicated to all the Jews of the 
Diaspora. It was there that the liturgical calendar was fixed, that the 
new moon was proclaimed, and that the intercalation of the supple¬ 
mentary month was decided. The Holy Land, finally, contained schools 
where pilgrims stayed (sometimes a long time) to study the Torah un¬ 
der the discipline of famous teachers. Just as much as it was the seat of 
the Temple, the Holy Land was the seat of authority, the center from 
which the Law was called upon to radiate. 


Living Without the Temple 

From this point of view, the destruction of the sanctuary by the Ro¬ 
man armies in 70 c.e. ought not immediately to have upset the bal¬ 
ance of forces or the nature of the ties between center and periphery, 
between the Land and the Diaspora. According to the testimony of 
Tacitus, Titus had expected that this destruction would completely an¬ 
nihilate the religion of the Jews. It did not achieve anything so radi¬ 
cal, but it contributed to accentuating and making irreversible an evo¬ 
lution that had long been under way. 

No doubt, the terrible event was very heavily felt in Palestine and in 
the rest of the Jewish world, and the memory of the ruin, like the hope 
of reconstruction, would never cease to haunt the consciousness of a 
people who were tested in their national as well as their religious exis¬ 
tence. A great number of commandments that had related to the sanc¬ 
tuary became inapplicable. Sacrifices and offerings could no longer at¬ 
tract divine pardon for the faults of Israel; the great ritual of the day of 
Kippur was suspended. The land, it was believed, would cease to be a 
blessing for its inhabitants, and the rains, so necessary to Palestinian 
agriculture, would no longer fall in season. 28 God’s stepping-stone on 
earth had been removed; the gates of Heaven appeared to be shut. 
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However, because its own evolution had prepared it to face this new 
challenge, even before the ruin of the Temple, Pharisee thought suc¬ 
ceeded without too much difficulty in disconnecting Jewish faith from 
the sanctuary. 29 When they were still struggling with the Sadducees for 
control of the Temple, 30 the Pharisees had fought for increasing par¬ 
ticipation by the laity in its rituals, as well as for an application of the 
norms of sacerdotal purity outside the sanctuary and among lay peo¬ 
ple. They had worked in favor of a reduction in the importance of 
sacrifice in worship, introduced the notion of intention into sacrifice, 
and stressed prayer, reading, and study of the Law. “Worship of the 
heart” could henceforth be substituted for worship in the Temple, at 
the same time as it made nostalgia for it permanent and called for its 
reestablishment. Of the three things on which the world rested—the 
Torah, Temple service, and deeds of loving-kindness, 31 at least the first 
and third remained. Like “miniature sanctuaries” 32 the synagogue and 
the home could take over, or at least ensure a transition. The domestic 
table became a substitute for the altar, and the father of the family, pre¬ 
siding over the Passover meal commemorating the exodus from Egypt, 
inherited a little of the dignity of the high priest. Finally, although they 
no longer physically went to Jerusalem, believers could still turn to¬ 
ward the Holy City when at prayer. 

Moreover, as traumatizing as it was, the destruction of the Temple 
did not result in the immediate eclipse of the Jewish colony of Palestine. 
At least, it did not so easily diminish its central role in the Jewish world. 
But it did provoke a migration of its institutions away from Jerusalem. 
Rabbinic tradition tells a story of this event that is no less eloquent for 
being legendary. Sensing the imminent destruction of besieged Jerusalem, 
Yohanan ben Zakai left the Holy City at night hidden in a coffin, which 
his disciples bore into the presence of the Roman commander, Ves¬ 
pasian. Rising out of it, Yohanan thereupon solicited a favor from the 
future emperor: “I ask nothing of you except the town of Yavneh, so 
that I may go there and teach my students and found a house of prayer 
where I may fulfill all the commandments.” 33 Miming death in leaving 
Jerusalem and then resurrection before Vespasian, Yohanan ben Zakai 
incarnated the avatars of the religious tradition he represented: a certain 
form of Judaism, centered on the sanctuary, disappeared and yielded to 
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another, centered on teaching, prayer, and the Law. This displacement 
of focus was naturally echoed by a displacement in location, though 
still limited. In effect, if Yavneh (Jamnia) was indeed not very central 
in relation to Jerusalem, it was nonetheless in the Holy Land, on the 
coastal plain. 

A second transfer accentuating this gradual shift in the center of au¬ 
thority would occur after the repression of the last great Jewish revolt 
against Rome, led by Bar-Kokhba in 132-35 c.e. While the emperor 
Hadrian was attempting to found a pagan city, to be called Colonia 
Aelia Capitolina, 34 amid the ruins of Jerusalem (now forbidden to 
Jews on pain of death), in the first half of the second century c.e., 
Simeon ben Gamaliel II imposed himself as patriarch and president of 
the Sanhedrin at Usha, in upper Galilee, a region previously on the 
margins of Jewish life and whose inhabitants were not seen to be very 
rigorous in their practice of the Law. Around 175, his son and succes¬ 
sor, Judah the Prince, finally established himself at Bet-Shearim, in 
lower Galilee, to the southeast of today’s port of Haifa, to conduct the 
work of codifying the oral Law, which took form in the Mishnah around 
the year 200. 

The Jewish authorities of the Holy Land, now relegated to its pe¬ 
riphery, still continued to influence Jewish life heavily, both in Palestine 
and in the Diaspora. Their emissaries supervised the administration of 
communities, controlled the application of the Law, and levied the taxes 
destined for the patriarch. Many of their sages made voyages abroad, 
either to solve political problems with Rome, to teach, or to organize 
collections. Yavneh scholars were named presidents of rabbinic tri¬ 
bunals outside Palestine. And it was Yavneh, too, that authorized the 
Greek translation of Scripture undertaken by Aquila in the second 
century, a translation that soon replaced the Septuagint, held sacred 
by the Jews of the Diaspora but adopted by the Christian Church. The 
practice of pilgrimage itself was not completely abolished, but its 
meaning obviously changed, becoming a commemoration of the fall 
of the Temple. Jerome (ca. 342-420) mentions that weeping Jews s till 
bribed the Roman guards on the day of 9 av to obtain permission to 
enter Jerusalem and pray a moment on the site of the sanctuary. 35 
During Bar-Kokhba’s revolt in the second century, a sage of Palestin- 
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ian origin named Hanania began to proclaim new moons and the in¬ 
sertion of supplementary months in Babylon independently of deci¬ 
sions in the Holy Land. But as soon as the Jewish authorities in Pales¬ 
tine returned to normal functioning, they managed to regain their 
privilege in this area, and Hanania, Babylon, and the Diaspora had to 
submit. 

The Palestinian sages were no less conscious of the dangers that 
threatened their country than they were of those who would eventu¬ 
ally undermine their authority. While the wars with Rome had practi¬ 
cally left Judea a desert and had ruined its economic base, the acade¬ 
mies of Babylon came into an ascendance that would result in their 
domination. In Galilee, Judah the Prince, the compiler of the Mish- 
nah, clearly saw a rival in the Babylonian exilarch. Efforts were made 
to save the Palestinian economy and to stem the population flight. 
Much of the legislation drawn up at that time aimed to preserve Jew¬ 
ish rootedness in the land of Israel as much as possible. The transfer of 
Palestinian lands to non-Jews was prohibited, while their acquisition 
by Jews was facilitated. The sale of Palestinian slaves outside the Holy 
Land was forbidden, since serf manpower was one of the pillars of the 
ancient economy. On the other hand, a slave who had fled from abroad 
to take refuge in Palestine was set free and could under no circum¬ 
stances be sent back to his home. Emigration for economic reasons, 
with the exception of famine, was also severely condemned. The sages 
tried in particular to limit departures for Syria. Paradoxically, they did 
so by extending to that country the laws of agricultural legislation that 
applied to the Holy Land 36 —so that someone who might be tempted 
to go to Syria to escape the constraints of this legislation no longer 
had any reason to do so. 

Such measures demonstrate the importance the Palestinian scholars 
attached to demographics. It was this factor that in time would be fa¬ 
tal to the preeminence of the Holy Land as the real—and not simply 
symbolic—center of the Jewish world. And so it was not unreasonable 
for a medieval master like Moses Maimonides in the twelfth century, 
given that for him Jewish history was primarily a history of the Law, 
to grant only relative importance to the catastrophe of 70 c.e. In 
effect, many aspects of religious law were not directly affected by the 
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disappearance of the sanctuary, or even by the collapse of Jewish po¬ 
litical autonomy. Some obligations, such as the tithes, were, of course, 
applicable only in the Holy Land, but they were so by virtue of a com¬ 
mandment flowing directly from the Bible, whether or not the Tem¬ 
ple was standing. For Maimonides, the history of Jewish Law is thus 
much more determined by the maintenance or disappearance of a 
strong Jewish population in the Holy Land than by the existence or 
disappearance of the Temple. 37 


A “Deterritorialized v Judaism ? 

The numerical weakening of the Jewish colony of Palestine and the 
proportional strengthening of the weight of the Diaspora, the corre¬ 
sponding decline of the Holy Land as the center of world Judaism, the 
irresistible rise of a rival pole in Babylon, and the indefinite postpone¬ 
ment (after the resounding defeat of the 135 revolt) of any prospect of 
restoration and regathering would all contribute to straining the links 
between Israel and the land. This quantitative aggravation of the de¬ 
mographic and institutional disequilibrium could not fail to have con¬ 
siderable repercussions of a qualitative kind on the very definition of 
Jewish identity and of Judaism as a legal system. 

In effect, from the biblical perspective, the Torah is a Law designed 
to govern the existence of a free and united people, living on its own 
land and drawing its subsistence from it. In this optimal configura¬ 
tion, the territorial ideal and the agricultural ideal are perfectly con¬ 
gruent. Classical rabbinic literature constantly valorized working the 
land: in the same way as a people without land is not really a people, 
“any man who owns no land is not a man .” 38 And just as an Israelite 
who leaves the Holy Land is like a child who abandons the maternal 
bosom for an alien one, someone who does not produce his own bread 
and must go to the market to buy his grain is comparable to an infant 
whose mother is dead and who is passed into the hands of wet nurses, 
who will never satisfy his hunger . 39 

But there is more. This communion between man and Mother 
Earth is, thanks to the Law, a communion of man with God the Father. 


The Holy Land 51 


In the Temple, man ritually renders thanks to God for the land that was 
given to him and made fertile for him. The land is recompense for any 
application of the Law—including the parts of it that are not directly 
tied to agricultural life. And the land is also, and perhaps foremost, the 
means by which the Law is fulfilled. Why did Moses suffer so much as 
a result of not being able to enter Canaan? Was it on account of not be¬ 
ing able to enjoy its fruits? Not at all. Rabbinic tradition let it be un¬ 
derstood that what the prophet so painfully regretted was not ever hav¬ 
ing had the chance or the merit to observe all parts of the Law directly 
related to possession of the land. 40 Now and henceforth, the over¬ 
whelming majority of the Jewish people found themselves in the un¬ 
enviable situation of being frustrated by the lack of the land both as 
recompense and as condition for a total respect of the Covenant pact. 

It is commonly acknowledged that first pharisaic, then rabbinic 
thought permitted a deterritorialization of Judaism, and that for the 
lost land, it substituted the Torah, a sort of “portable land” and a mo¬ 
bile center that crystallized national unity independently of conditions 
in space and time. One text that in its definitive form might be dated 
to the start of the second century seems to confirm this: “But now the 
just have been taken away and the prophets have gone to sleep; we too 
have left our land, Zion has been taken away from us, and we have 
nothing left but the Almighty and His Law.” 41 But while these words 
affirm the centrality of the Law, they also underline, deeply and inher¬ 
ently, the centrality of the land. In fact, what is the Law without the 
land? How can a Law that without the land is reduced to a shadow of 
itself possibly fill the absence of the land? 

While it does not clearly resolve it, a traditional exegesis of a passage 
from Jeremiah is evidence of this essential difficulty. 42 Jer. 31:21 ad¬ 
dresses Israel in these terms: “Erect markers, set up signposts!” Ac¬ 
cording to the proposed interpretation, itself based on wordplay, these 
signs are none other than the commandments, by observance of which 
Israel desires to signal itself. 43 And hence the divine message is the fol¬ 
lowing: “Even though I exile you from this land to foreign parts, sig¬ 
nal yourselves by the practice of the commandments, so that when you 
come back they will not be new to you.” This exegetical development 
therefore engaged the Jews in exile to continue to respect the Law 
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scrupulously outside the Holy Land—but it also lends itself to differ¬ 
ent, if not divergent, readings. Some argued that, given that the prac¬ 
tice of commandments not tied to the land (such as wearing tefillin or 
displaying a mezuzah) 44 changed neither in meaning nor intention, 
whatever the place in which they were observed, this text specifically 
concerned only agricultural commandments—and that it justified, for 
example, respecting levies and tithes in Babylon, conferring on that 
observance the value of an exercise, a sort of training, somewhat re¬ 
moved from the meaning it would have had in the Holy Land. For 
others, on the contrary, this text applied to all the commandments, in¬ 
cluding those in no way related to the land, and it implied a general 
instrumentalization of every religious practice in exile: observing the 
Law outside the land therefore no longer had intrinsic value, since its 
only goal was to keep Israel from forgetting the Law and to keep it 
ready for a return. 

Whatever the meaning given it, such a text invites us to recognize 
the fundamental ambiguity of the enterprise of codifying the oral Law, 
which would result around the year 200 c.E. in the publication of the 
Mishnah. The swan song of the Palestinian Jewish center, the Mishnah 
is the key work around which the two Talmuds would later crystallize. 
As a summary of the Law, it is simultaneously a sanctuary, a land sub¬ 
stituting for the land of Israel, and the aide-memoire that prevents Is¬ 
rael from forgetting either the Temple or the land. And this is not the 
least of its paradoxes, since while the Mishnah has every appearance of 
being a practical guide, defining norms for action, nevertheless its role 
as an aid to memory prevents it from being exactly in tune with the 
world its authors faced. In effect, the Mishnah legislates largely for. 
an ideal Jewish world in which the Temple, the priesthood, and the 
monarchy were still living realities—although around the year 200, 
they had well and truly ceased to exist. 


The Legal Land 

No fewer than a third of the rules contained in the Mishnah concern 
agricultural life and the relation of Israel to its land. Its first concern is 
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to classify, and classification means making a clear division between 
the pure and the impure, between the permitted and the forbidden, 
but also between inside and outside, between “us” and “others.” But 
the classificatory dexterity of the masters of the Mishnah was put to a 
rude test by a real world apparently governed by utter confusion. In 
effect, biblical agricultural laws presuppose an absolute congruence 
between ethnic and spatial definitions of Israel: they were designed for 
an indigenous Israelite society that was homogeneous and wholly 
united upon its own land. But a radically different situation con¬ 
fronted the Palestinian teachers, such that they never stopped asking 
who should apply the laws they laid out, and also where these laws were 
effectively applicable, now that all categories had been mixed up and 
all borders confused. Thus they had to distinguish between the Gen¬ 
tile living in the Holy Land, the Jew residing in the Holy Land, and 
the Jew residing outside the Holy Land. Sometimes the ethnic crite¬ 
rion seemed paramount: therefore, the Gentile of the Holy Land was 
ordinarily given a dispensation from respecting these laws, since the 
sanctity of the land and the obligations flowing from it did not extend 
beyond the framework of an interactive relation between this land and 
a particular people (Israel). Sometimes the spatial criterion seemed to 
predominate: therefore, while any commandment not related to the 
land should be observed in all places, in the Holy Land as in the Dias¬ 
pora, any commandment related to the land should be observed only 
on the land. 

Any crossing of the boundaries of this space would a priori gener¬ 
ate uncertainty. Thus dough produced from grain harvested abroad 
and introduced into the Holy Land was subject to the halt* levy . 45 But 
inversely one could ask whether dough produced from grain har¬ 
vested in the Holy Land and exported abroad was legally subject to 
the same levy. Answers to this question varied according to how one 
envisaged the sanctity of the land. If this sanctity was a contagious 
quality, physically communicated to the products of Israel’s soil, and 
was not affected by exportation, then the levy should be taken as 
obligatory. If, on the contrary, the frontiers of the Holy Land defined 
a sacred space that was clearly circumscribed, and if what left it irre¬ 
mediably lost all sacredness, then no levy should be made on exported 
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dough . 46 Whichever option was finally adopted, the answer to one 
prior question had been presupposed: the boundaries of the land of 
Israel. But this question was itself far from easy to settle. And while 
the Law in its rigor required from the very start that a clear frontier 
separate the inside from the outside, because what was a legal obliga¬ 
tion on this side of the frontier was no longer so, or not in the same 
way, beyond that frontier, still the disorder of history appeared to 
have done everything to blur such a necessary demarcation! 

This confusion arose in the first moments in biblical history. No at¬ 
tentive reader of Scripture can fail to note a curious gap between the 
promise made by God to Abraham, which called for the expropriation 
of ten Canaanite peoples for Israel’s benefit, on the one hand, and the 
effective realization of this promise, which covered only the territory of 
seven peoples, on the other . 47 One could certainly admit that this 
deficit of three peoples was called upon to be filled (in the messianic 
era) and that it became for the land of Israel the warrant for an always 
possible expansion. Nevertheless, in the intervening period, the levy¬ 
ing of the tithe does not apply to the territory of these three peoples, 
and the masters of the Mishnah were divided over the identification of 
these regions summoned to be aggregated into the Holy Land. More¬ 
over, territories beyond the Jordan that were indeed part of the land of 
Israel nevertheless had a separate status; some considered them not 
part of the initial promise, and that their sanctity was therefore inferior 
to that of the land proper. So it is asked whether the harvests from this 
region should occasion the ritual presentation of firstfruits to the sanc¬ 
tuary. Finally, the frontiers prescribed for Israel by Moses were of a 
kind to arouse many conflicting interpretations . 48 Wasn’t the “river of 
Egypt” that marked the southern border really the Nile (in which case 
a portion of Egypt should be part of the Holy Land) ? What status 
should be given to the islands off the coast of the land of Israel? What 
status should be given to the sea itself? To the north, was Lebanon in¬ 
side or outside the Holy Land? The river Jordan, which was its eastern 
border, had a worrying propensity to vary in its course; did that mean 
that the frontier of the land varied along with it? Was this river itself 
part of the land or exterior to it, or should it be divided into two? 
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These topographical variables were overlaid with more properly 
historical variables. We have seen that in the sight of the Law, the ter¬ 
ritories conquered by Joshua and those recolonized by the Judeans re¬ 
turning from Babylon in the sixth century b.c.e. did not enjoy the 
same status. But ought one to include among the territories of the re¬ 
turn, apart from those actually repopulated in the time of Esdras and 
Nehemiah immediately after the promulgation of Cyrus’s decree, those 
that had been conquered militarily much later by the Hasmonaeans? 
In addition, according to Deut. 11:24, any territory conquered by Is¬ 
rael outside the Holy Land properly speaking legitimately belonged to 
it. Therefore, this expansion was clearly foreseen. But in order to be 
valid, should it not occur only once the conquest of the land of Israel 
itself was complete? To what extent, moreover, did the sanctity of the 
Holy Land extend to these new territories, and did all the command¬ 
ments tied to the land apply equally there? Finally, far from forming a 
consistent whole, the Holy Land, in the sight of the Law, was divided 
into three regions: Judea, Transjordan, and Galilee. And so a husband 
could not oblige his wife to leave one region for another. 

These subde distinctions concerned more than the application of the 
agricultural commandments; they mattered for almost the whole of the 
Law. Many nonagricultural commandments were not observed in the 
same manner within the Holy Land as outside it. Anyone who rented 
a house in the land of Israel immediately had to put up a mezuzah; in 
the Diaspora, a new tenant had a grace period of thirty days. An act of 
divorce pronounced elsewhere and brought into the Holy Land had to 
carry the notice: “In my presence it has been written and in my pres¬ 
ence it has been signed.” This notice was not required, though, of one 
who delivered a divorce decree in the Holy Land. Here again, the rig¬ 
orous application of the Law ran up against the crippling imprecision 
of the boundaries of the land of Israel. Was the town of Acre part of 
it? For some, the answer was clearly no, and any divorce decreed in 
Acre should conform to the model used in the Diaspora. For others, 
on the contrary, Acre was really located within the land of Israel and 
the notice mentioned above was redundant. 49 Far from being futile, 
this delicate question of sacred geography merited the most scrupulous 
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examination: didn’t the validity of a divorce act, and therefore the sta¬ 
tus of the persons involved, directly depend upon it? 


Holy Land, Holy People 

This legal concern about the land, of which the Mishnah is the elo¬ 
quent illustration, is not only concern for the Law but just as much 
concern for the land. By focusing on the legal implications of the rela¬ 
tion of Israel to its land, rabbinic thought forcefully proclaimed the 
land’s essential character, and it did so precisely in historical circum¬ 
stances that led ineluctably to a relaxation of its practical dimension. 
In fact, the very holiness of the land could not be conceived of inde¬ 
pendently of its link with Israel. 

The idea of the land’s holiness without doubt aroused many lines of 
argument . 50 Was this holiness acquired, and thus perhaps transitory and 
tied to circumstances? Or was it, on the contrary, intrinsic, and thus per¬ 
manent, even when the appearance of the land’s current desolation 
might seem to invalidate it? In either case, though, the holiness of the 
land, like the holiness of any other thing, came from God. The land was 
holy because God had chosen it, because He had chosen to establish 
Himself there and to concentrate His presence there. Of course, every¬ 
body knows that God is Himself called Ha-Makom, “The Place” (par 
excellence), because He is the place of the world He has created, and 
that the world cannot be His place (contain Him ). 51 This voluntary 
assignment of residence is perhaps at bottom just a concession to hu¬ 
man weakness. It offers a fixed point, a point of anchorage to answer 
the need of the religious imagination on the part of believers inca¬ 
pable of being satisfied with an absolutely abstract notion of divinity. 
Constantly placed under the Lord’s eye, “from year’s beginning to year’s 
end,” the land of Israel is “what his soul has that is most precious .” 52 It 
is thanks to God’s constant concern for the land that the blessing of 
abundance comes down to it. A rupture, even temporary, in this priv¬ 
ileged link between God and the land abolishes—or at least alters or 
occults—its holiness. How otherwise could one understand how, ac¬ 
cording to rabbinic tradition, an idolater like Titus had been able to 
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enter the Holy of Holies, accessible only to the High Priest on one 
day of the year, and lie there with a prostitute upon the book of the 
Law and still leave safe and sound ? 53 

This holiness conferred by election was something Israel shared 
with its land, since the election of places and the election of the people 
were closely linked. God had taken the measure of all the nations, of 
all the mountains, cities, and lands. And He had not found a nation 
worthy of receiving the Torah except for the generation of the desert, 
or a mountain where the Torah might be revealed except for Sinai, or 
a city where the Temple might be built except for Jerusalem, or a land, 
finally, that was worthy of being given to Israel except for the Holy 
Land . 54 Nothing escaped the measuring gaze of the Divine Surveyor. 
Like Sinai and theophany, like Jerusalem and the Sanctuary, like the 
generation of the desert and the Torah, the people of Israel and the 
land of Israel appeared to Him ideally commensurable, and He chose 
them together, one along with the other, one for the other. 

The measurement the Lord used was the Torah itself. The Torah 
was the measure of all things: of the land, of the people, and of the 
link between them. Israel sanctified itself by observing the Torah—and 
in doing so, it sanctified the land. To the initial holiness of the land, 
which came to it directly from God, which was prior to any conquest 
and which destruction and exile could not totally abolish, Israel added 
a second kind of holiness. In effect, when it established itself on its 
own ground and practiced the Torah there, Israel sanctified an already 
holy land a second time. The land enjoyed this second sanctification 
twice: in the time of Joshua’s conquest, and in the time of the return 
from Babylon. However, this sanctification could not be complete in 
the time of the return, because not all of Israel returned to its land. 
According to the jurists, this simple fact had a direct effect upon the 
degree and nature of the obligation attached to the observance of cer¬ 
tain commandments. Maimonides, for example, considered that the 
practice of teruma , the levy of a minimum of a sixtieth of the crop 
turned over to the priests, had ceased to be a biblical imperative in the 
Holy Land. Henceforth, it no longer applied, except as a simple rab¬ 
binic prescription, because it implied in principle the presence of all 
the people on the ancestral soil, which was naturally not the case in 
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Maimonides’ day and had not been the case at the time of the return 
from Babylon . 55 It was as if Israel itself had become the measure of the 
holiness of the land and of the measure of the Law. 

The ultimate self-affirmation of a Palestinian leadership that was 
condemned in the long run to irreversible decline, the writing of the 
Mishnah resisted the weight of history. Undoubtedly, the sanctuary 
was destroyed, and no one could any longer today bring his firstfruits 
there. The land was largely emptied of its Jewish inhabitants, and the 
agricultural commandments retained a concrete meaning for fewer and 
fewer of them. But the Law was still written as if the Temple were still 
standing, as if Israel still lived in great numbers on its soil—or as if all 
that had been lost would one day, and soon, be returned. The legal “re¬ 
alism” of the Jewish teachers of the Holy Land was a wager on memory 
and the expression of an unshakeable faith in the nation’s future. 

To a large extent, and while waiting, the study of the Law was a 
substitute for its practice. And it was through study that Israel erected 
these “markers,” these “signposts” able to guide it in its exile; thanks 
to study, when the moment came, all the commandments would not 
appear novel to it. But the remedy had its perverse effects, and if in 
one way, it made the evil bearable, in another way, it perhaps made it 
incurable. While it incontestably perpetuated the memory of a lack, it 
also risked attenuating the pain this lack engendered. By becoming of 
prime value, study could totally supplant the land. Independent of all 
spatial and temporal constraints, it would be able to turn any place 
into a land where Israel could feel at home. Thus the Talmudist Pirkoi 
ben Baboi in the late eighth and early ninth centuries spared no effort 
to make the Babylonian legal tradition prevail over that of Palestine 
throughout the whole Jewish world; he did not hesitate to play on 
words in saying that any place of study that signaled itself by its teach¬ 
ing of the Law and by its piety was called Zion \ S6 

The first confirmed case of a Jew born in exile whose remains were 
brought to the Holy Land to be interred dates from the end of the 
second century, in the lifetime of Judah the Prince, compiler of the 
Mishnah. These remains were those of Huna, the Babylonian exilarch. 
This practice did not in fact become common until the third century. 
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It did not become prevalent without difficulty, and it even aroused 
fierce opposition from certain sages. Until then, the Palestinian teach¬ 
ers had in effect insisted much more on the duty to live on the ances¬ 
tral soil, particularly after the revolt by Bar-Kokhba, when people had 
begun to fear for the maintenance of a Jewish population in the Holy 
Land. The two beliefs relating to the benefits of a transfer of the ashes 
of a man deceased in exile—specifically, that burial in the Holy Land 
had an expiatory virtue, and that it was in the Holy Land that the res¬ 
urrection of the dead would begin—appeared only among the teachers 
of the talmudic era . 57 It was as if at the very moment when the center 
of gravity of Jewish scholarship was ineluctably shifting from Palestine 
to Babylonia, the land of Israel was slowly ceasing to be the place where 
a Jew aspired to live, instead becoming the place where he wanted to die 
and be resurrected. As if, land of resurrection, the Holy Land was swing¬ 
ing slowly toward the other side of history—to die side of dreams. 


Three The Land of Dreams 


Other Times: The Land’s Middle Ages? 

To per iodize the history of the Jewish people is not a neutral act, of 
course. Nor is it an easy task, especially since one must deal with a sub¬ 
ject, the Jewish people, whose unity (and therefore, in a sense, whose 
existence) is far from self-evident. The demographic fading of the Jew¬ 
ish community in the Holy Land and the decline in its stellar position 
as seat of authority had definitively shifted the heart of Jewish life to 
the Diaspora. The evolution of Judaism was henceforward marked by a 
pattern of rise and then subsidence—and, as a general rule, by a multi¬ 
plication of influential centers (Babylonia, Muslim Spain, the Rhineland, 
etc.). This diversity of spaces necessarily induced a diversity of rela¬ 
tions with time. The rhythm of history and the nature and import of 
the facts held significant varied from one place to another, even if the 
Jewish communities scattered across the four corners of the world gen¬ 
erally maintained more or less close links with one another. A compar¬ 
ative study of the history of Jewish populations in the West, in eastern 
Europe, and in Islamic lands consequently underlines at least as many 
disparities as synergies. 

From a certain standpoint, however, what complicates the task of 
the historian can become, from another standpoint, what facilitates it. 
In effect, if the history of the Jewish people is the history of a dispersal, 
one is tempted to model the rhythm of the former on that of the latter. 
Any notable alteration in the relation of the Jews to place would open 
a new phase in their history; any expansion or geographic reconfigura¬ 
tion of their dispersal could be used as a chronological marker, could 
be interpreted as a historical break. Of course, there is nothing com¬ 
pletely illegitimate about that approach. There is no doubt that the series 
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of great expulsions at the end of the Middle Ages, culminating in the 
Jews’ being expelled from Spain in 1492, did indeed profoundly mod¬ 
ify the destiny of the populations that were the victims of it, shifting 
the center of gravity of the Jewish world from western to eastern Eu¬ 
rope and to the Levant. But it remains to be shown whether these 
fractures are the only ones to be taken into account, or to what extent 
they were indeed fractures, and with what lag they might have trans¬ 
formed the cultural profile and the self-awareness of the displaced 
populations and their descendants. 

Far from being the sole prerogative of modern specialists, this type 
of historiographic approach has illustrious precedents. For medieval 
scholars, the history of the Jews was essentially a history of the Law 
and the oral tradition. It was clear to Maimonides that any legal inno¬ 
vation arose from an upheaval in Jewish relations to space. The com¬ 
pilation of the Mishnah and then of the Babylonian Talmud, to his 
mind, were the direct result of an awareness of the expansion of the 
Jews’ dispersal throughout the world. And it was to the same spatial 
causality that Maimonides attributed the proliferation and growing 
diversity of local customs—and the decline of knowledge of Hebrew 
among the people. Why had Esdras, the chief of the Babylonian exiles 
who came back to the Holy Land in the sixth century b.c.e., estab¬ 
lished fixed formulas for prayers and blessings, when the liturgical ideal 
of heartfelt worship would for preference, according to Maimonides, 
have been total spontaneity? The philosopher’s answer was that the sole 
reason was to palliate this erosion in mastery of the Hebraic language 
and to counter the effects of a linguistic assimilation that was aggra¬ 
vated by the scattering of Israel among the nations . 1 

However, can the purely quantitative modification of geographical 
balances, the displacement of a given group from one area to another, 
or the overall extension of the dispersal, taken as a whole, really furnish 
the medieval historiographer or the philosopher of history with suffi¬ 
cient criteria for a periodization? By no means. If the history of the 
Jews does have a meaning, should we not also give it (or recognize in 
it) a spatial orientation? Perhaps we ought to conceive of dispersal in 
relation to a fixed center that is easily found on a world map, or else on 
a map of the collective imagination. At the end of the fifteenth century, 
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the commentator Isaac Abravanel offered an eloquent illustration of 
this slide into the qualitative. For him, the expulsion of the Spanish 
Jews did not launch a simple displacement in locale, a shift of the Iber¬ 
ian Jewish populations from the west to the east of the Mediterranean 
basin. He thought it had induced a rapprochement between those who 
were expelled and the central place, the fixed point around which all 
Jewish history turned: the Holy Land. And it was for this reason that 
he interpreted the expulsion, not as a simple exile, but as an exodus, an¬ 
nouncing for Abravanel the imminence of ultimate deliverance . 2 

This teleological perspective, in which the telos is just as much a 
place as an ultimate purpose, is found once again, glossed otherwise 
and secularized, among the master thinkers of contemporary Zionist 
historiography. In their case, the history of the Jews is understood as 
the history of a relationship, real or ideal, of Jews to their land. The dis¬ 
persal is distancing from the land; the Diaspora ( tefutsa) is understood 
primarily as exile and as deportation (jyola). The land of Israel never 
ceases to be one of the pivots of the history of the Jewish people and 
of the history of its national consciousness, which are both periodized 
and judged on the basis of the relationship of die people to their land: 
there are periods when Israel is gathered together on its land and pe¬ 
riods when it is physically distanced from it, moments when its at¬ 
tachment to the land is intact and moments when it is loosened. It is 
this attachment that, according to Zionist historians, has given rise to 
the “centripetal forces” liable to encourage the Jewish nation to keep 
its historical, psychological, and cultural specificity and to manifest its 
existence in a collective way. By contrast, rupture with the Holy Land 
“corresponds to the loss of one’s historical identity and expresses the 
desire, conscious or not, to become lost among other nations .” 3 Such 
a criterion of periodization and evaluation draws most of its power 
less from objective facts observed by the historian over the centuries 
than from the creation of the state of Israel and the centrality of this 
event in contemporary Jewish experience—the “end” of the history of 
the Jews seeming to authorize a retroactive appreciation of its overall 
course. Only a hundred years ago, it would have appeared to most of 
the integrated Jews of western Europe at the very least strange and 
more likely scandalous to make attachment to the land of Israel one of 
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the principles, even the principle, of continuity in Jewish history. All 
the evident contemporary interest in the place of the land of Israel in 
Jewish history and consciousness can be explained only in the light of 
the Zionist enterprise. 

Even when the approach seeks to be critical, or when, as in these 
pages, it takes doubt and prudence as its guides, the risk remains of a 
problematic distortion of perspectives. We should remind ourselves 
that turning the relation of the Jews to the land of Israel into the ex¬ 
clusive subject of a study does not imply that one takes it as guaranteed 
that this relation is effectively the axis around which the whole history 
of the Jews turns. It is the major and objective upheavals in this his¬ 
tory that have induced a transformation of the Jews 5 relationship to 
the Holy Land; this history should not be judged by the standard of 
that single factor. The Jewish Middle Ages—supposing that this term 
has meaning—were not simply that moment in the history of the Jews 
when the land of Israel became a land of dreams. Rather, they were that 
period in history when their objective conditions of existence appar¬ 
ently had the effect, among many others, of profoundly and durably 
modifying their relationship with the Holy Land. 

Politically condemned to powerlessness, simultaneously exiled and 
dispersed, the medieval Jews in fact occupied an ex-centric position in 
the world in which they lived. They could no longer concretely ad¬ 
vance their rights over a land that had concurrendy become the stakes 
in a military struggle of prime importance between Christian and Mus¬ 
lim powers. The epic of the Crusades, which placed the Holy Land at 
the heart of the spiritual aspirations and imperial ambitions of the two 
great religions born from Israel, simultaneously underlined the de¬ 
thronement of its first owners. This alienation of the land, which passed 
from one power’s domination to another without either one appear¬ 
ing to have staying power or being able to engender a true renaissance 
there, also evoked the alienation of the people who had not only been 
hounded from it but also humiliated and abandoned to the whims of 
variable and inconstant masters. The situation of Israel and of its land, 
marked by exile and expropriation, seemed moreover to bring a his¬ 
torical confirmation of the theological pretensions of both Christian¬ 
ity and Islam. Hence how could one dare, against all appearances, to 
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assert the continuity of Israel’s mission and the exclusive character of 
the tie it maintained with its land? 

To organize an effective spiritual resistance to the brute facts of his¬ 
tory was revealed to be particularly arduous in the cultural universe cre¬ 
ated by the encounters with Islam and with the philosophical and sci¬ 
entific heritage of ancient Greece. First in Muslim lands and soon in 
Christian ones, Jewish and non-Jewish thinkers focused their attention 
on abstract and perfectiy atopical themes: God, His essence and exis¬ 
tence, creation, prophecy, good and evil, retribution and punishment, 
and so on. Medieval thinking of a philosophical bent was essentially a 
quest for absolute truths fundamentally indifferent to the limitations of 
space and time . 4 Moreover, the conceptions of Divinity and of divine 
relations with the world adopted by philosophers (impersonal relations 
governed by a system of natural, universal, and immutable laws) posed 
problems for the traditional Jewish theme of God’s election of a partic¬ 
ular people and land. It is remarkable, in this respect, that Maimonides 
almost completely evacuated the territorial problematic from his philo¬ 
sophical exposition of the truths of Judaism in the Guide for the Per¬ 
plexed , even though the land of Israel was very present in its legal code, 
the Mishnah Torah. 

The struggle was organized on two fronts. The loss of physical con¬ 
tact with the land was compensated for by idealization of it. Old bib¬ 
lical, homiletic, and talmudic sources were put piously to this use. The 
land of which the Jews still obstinately dreamed was not really this 
desolate land ravaged by war, fought over by the powerful. It was a 
land of milk and honey, a land of miracle and abundance, which was 
less a place than a moment in the history of Israel. In fact, it was a 
double moment: that of a bygone past of the lost glory and sover¬ 
eignty of David and Solomon; and also that of a future that people 
persisted in believing to be at hand, blessed with recovered glory and 
sovereignty under the leadership of the Messiah. As a land of the in¬ 
gathering to come, a land of redemption, the Holy Land, and even 
more so Jerusalem and its Temple, appeared all the more present in 
the liturgy, poetry, and legends with fewer Jews effectively present on 
the actual soil of the land. However, some great teachers of Jewish 
thought, philosophers, and Kabbalists, far from being content with 
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the accumulated treasures of traditional Jewish culture (even though 
they were constantly meditating on them), would try to elaborate a 
theology of the land capable of rebutting the attacks of their Christian 
and Muslim colleagues. This included drawing on the scientific knowl¬ 
edge or beliefs that had become common currency in the medieval 
world. The stakes were huge. In effect, to think Israel’s land was to 
think Israel itself. Any discourse on the specificity of the land was an in¬ 
direct discourse about the specificity of the people. What made the land 
unique was nothing other than what made the people unique. 


Stars and Climates 

Luckily, medieval man did not live in a homogeneous space. For him, 
the surface of the earth was not everywhere endowed with the same 
potential. It was divided into distinct climates that were more or less 
favorable to humankind, where humans and civilizations developed 
differently. The excellence of one people, the quality of their language 
and culture, as well as their capacity to receive prophecy, all depended 
on the place where they settled, the climatic conditions that prevailed 
there, and the astral influences to which it was subject. And even if 
one admitted that divine activity was identical in every place, not every 
place was identically predisposed to receive it. 

Starting with such principles, it was not too hard to establish the 
pretensions of the Jewish people to their own superiority and that of 
their land “scientifically .” 5 Nor was this inevitable. In effect, the adop¬ 
tion of what is called climate theory did not necessarily lead to an as¬ 
sertion of the preeminence of the factor of locale. Thus, although he 
adopted this theory, the medieval poet Moses ibn Ezra preferred the 
Arab version of it: for him, it was Arabia that enjoyed the optimum 
climatic condition. He even went so far as to use it to explain the be¬ 
neficial effects of exile upon the Jews who settled in Arab lands and 
who, thanks to this transplantation, enjoyed a remarkable cultural 
flowering. For Maimonides, who did not go that far, the land of Israel 
was actually well situated climatically, but it was not the only such 
country: Egypt, where he lived and where Moses had been born, was 
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equally blessed. Similarly, Hebrew in his eyes was just one ol the lan¬ 
guages that developed in a balanced and favorable climatic environ¬ 
ment. Nor for Maimonides was the climate of their land what made 
the Jewish people unique. That climate was good, one of the best—but 
perhaps not the very best. And in any case, it was not because they had 
left it that the Jews in exile found themselves deprived of the gift of 
prophecy. The objective conditions of Jewish life in exile—subjection 
to other nations, humiliation, fear, and persecution—were much more 
responsible. And in the messianic era, it was less the return to the an¬ 
cestral soil than the restoration of an autonomous Jewish power in a 
liberated, peaceful world that would allow the Jews to develop their in¬ 
tellectual faculties and to rediscover the paths of prophetic inspiration. 

Therefore the principle of a heterogeneity of space and an inequality 
among regions did not necessarily result in asserting the absolute pri¬ 
macy of Israel’s land nor the preeminence of the role it played in the 
history of the people who had once lived there. And once this step was 
effectively taken, the question of the nature of this advantage of the 
Holy Land had still to be resolved. For thinkers like Abraham ibn Daud 
in the twelfth century and Hasdai Crescas at the turn of the fifteenth, 
there was scarcely any doubt that providence could privilege a particu¬ 
lar nation in particular times—and thus also in particular places. The 
difference, in this case, was more quantitative than qualitative: the Holy 
Land enjoyed a surplus of providence rather than a different type of 
providence. 6 By contrast, for the poet and philosopher Judah Halevi 
(ca. 1075-1141?), who placed the land of Israel at the heart of the fourth 
climate, that is, at the center of the most balanced climate, the privilege 
was clearly qualitative, and the distinction was in kind as much as in de¬ 
gree: “Adonai is, therefore, called rightly the God of Israel because this 
view of God is not found among other nations. He is also called ‘God 
of the land’ because this [land] possesses a special power in its air, soil, 
and sky, which enables the approach to the vision of God.” 7 

The dominant view in medieval Jewish thought came down from 
Halevi, with different variations and attenuations. Thus, for some, Is¬ 
rael’s exile was precisely a punishment, in the sense that it was chased 
from a climatically ideal land into hostile territory. For others, the Torah 
could only be given to a people residing on this land—while the laws of 
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Noah, less perfect, came naturally to people who were less perfect and 
residing in regions with less perfect climates. The Italian exegete Ovadia 
Sforno, who lived in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, considered 
that it was the Flood that had put an end to the eternal spring the 
whole earth had enjoyed until then, and that had introduced climatic 
diversity among regions and the cycle of seasons; the land of Israel 
alone escaped this upheaval and safeguarded for its inhabitants the 
possibility of intellectual perfection and access to prophecy. 

The privileged climate of the Holy Land was often associated with 
an astrological privilege. It was supposed to enjoy an absolute advan¬ 
tage on this plane, and worship in it and the effectiveness thereof were 
often conceived of in terms of this advantage. Thanks to its astral po¬ 
sition, the Holy Land was the most suitable site for conferring maxi¬ 
mum efficacy on the Jewish cult. Inversely, this cult was of a kind to 
preserve the astral configuration favorable to the land, and even influ¬ 
ence the stars to strengthen this beneficial influx. Among the Jewish 
Neoplatonists of the fourteenth century, the theory of places and the 
primacy of astrology would even lead to a veritable legal relativism— 
if not to antinomianism. In effect, they thought man ought to govern 
his conduct according to what was required by the particular place in 
which he found himself and by the astral configuration that domi¬ 
nated it. Thus the bans on idols and on certain sexual relations were 
valid especially, if not uniquely, for the land of Israel. It was there that 
such actions were noxious, meaning not in line with what the stars de¬ 
manded in order to exercise their beneficent influence. This was not 
the case elsewhere. Thus it was only upon entering the Holy Land 
that Jacob demanded that his kin give up their idols. 8 Saturn, which 
was Israel’s planet, did not need particular intermediaries like idols to 
diffuse its influence; it did so directly. Similarly, this cold and humid 
planet did not tolerate an excess of sexual activity, which was of the 
hot and dry order, upon the territory that it governed. And anyone 
who gave himself up to such excess could not profit from the particu¬ 
lar virtues of this land when it came to science and prophecy. 9 

In such a system, the Torah seemed essentially designed to enable 
people to escape certain astral influences or else to draw benefits from 
them, and its observance inevitably lost a good part of its meaning 
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beyond Israel’s frontiers. Of course, not all of those who recognized the 
astrological or mystical advantage of the Holy Land were ready to go so 
far. And many preferred to relativize its implications. According to a 
conception already present in ancient homiletic literature, but taken up 
and developed by Moses Nahmanides (1194-1270) and by kabbalistic 
thought, while God had chosen the land of Israel for Himself, He had 
divided all other countries among the tutelary angels of the nations. 10 
The Holy Land alone was not subject to the authority of any angelic 
and astral intermediary'. The true gate of Heaven, it received the divine 
influx directly. And it was through it that all communications between 
above and below passed. Wherever they were pronounced, the prayers 
of Israel passed through this gate before reaching their ultimate desti¬ 
nation; it was through there, too, that souls ascended after death. In¬ 
versely, the tutelary angels appointed to the lands of nations only drew 
their power from what God gave to them through this channel. 

In such a system of representations, the land of Israel was the land by 
nature and par excellence of prophetic revelation—in the same way as 
Israel was the people by nature and par excellence of prophetic inspir¬ 
ation. Here one is very far from the relativism and intellectualism of 
Maimonides. For Halevi, prophecy, as mankind’s ultimate perfection, 
required three prerequisites: first, a particular complexion, which the 
Jewish people had; then, ethical perfection and good works, which ob¬ 
servance of the Torah guaranteed; finally, a favorable climate, effectively 
furnished by the Holy Land and it alone. Any Jew who was ethically 
irreproachable and living on its soil was capable, therefore, of attain¬ 
ing prophetic inspiration. Inversely, any prophet of the past or the fu¬ 
ture could only prophesy in the land of Israel. Of course, Abraham 
had prophesied in Chaldea, and Ezekiel and Daniel in Babylonia, and 
Jeremiah in Egypt, but although they had not done so within the Holy 
Land, at least they had done so for the sake o/the Holy Land. 11 Reaffirm¬ 
ing in his turn the principle that “prophecy only resides in the land of 
Israel,” Crescas would go so far as to sustain its talmudic origin. But it 
must be stressed that this formulation is certainly not present in the 
treatise Crescas cited, or anywhere else in classical rabbinic literature, 
either. The Talmud says nothing more than this: “the Divine Presence 
resides only in the tents of Shem.” 12 Not content with substituting 
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“prophecy” for the “divine Presence,” Crescas furthermore shifts the 
accent from the ethnic factor (Shem) to the locale (Israel’s land). 


The Heart of the World 

This oft-developed theme of the climatic and astrological (and thereby 
mystical) privilege of the land of Israel drew its “scientific” rationale 
from the commonplaces of medieval scholarship. However, a growing 
recognition that the earth was round, the great voyages of exploration, 
and the discovery of human civilizations in climates judged by the old 
theory to be uninhabitable would all gradually undermine the credibil¬ 
ity of these justifications. But the theme itself, which had deep roots, 
would manage to survive this evolution; we should not be surprised by 
this. In effect, this kind of thinking about the land had no need of sup¬ 
port from a reality that was ultimately without consequence and was, 
in any case, physically very distant for most premodern Jews. The “sci¬ 
entific” argumentation developed by medieval thinkers was just the cir¬ 
cumstantial and ephemeral face of a persistent discourse, one capable 
of many metamorphoses. Even today, the motif of the centrality of 
Israel’s land has lost none of its vigor in the Jewish imagination, even 
though modern people, including modern Jews, live in a fundamen¬ 
tally decentered world. Thus a contemporary Jewish writer has stressed 
that if the Holy Land is situated at the junction of three continents, 
this is so that the just society to be founded there can more easily be¬ 
come “a light unto the nations .” 13 Here as elsewhere, the supposed 
geographical centrality of the Holy Land is merely the sign or a meta¬ 
phor for a more profound centrality that goes to the heart of being and 
history. 

Already in the classical era, and even more so in the medieval one, 
this theme had been variously elaborated. The first analogy was verti¬ 
cal: an axis direcdy linked the land of Israel to the most external circle 
of the world; of the seven lands below, maintained the Zohar , the ma¬ 
jor work in the Jewish mystical tradition, Israel was indeed the most 
lofty. Then came the horizontal realm; many particularly eloquent im¬ 
ages were offered: that of the walnut, for example, in which the Holy 
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Land was the nutmeat, whereas the impure lands of nations were just 
the shell. And then there was the metaphor of the eye: the white was 
the Gentiles’ territory, and the iris the land of Israel, with Jerusalem as 
the pupil . 14 Beyond their literary flavor, such metaphors aspired to 
speak of the profound essence of things. They underlined both the 
vital function that devolved upon the center and the absolute qualita¬ 
tive preeminence conferred upon it by this position. This function and 
preeminence were obviously shared by the people who were the legit¬ 
imate owners of this central land, “which is one level below that of 
paradise .” 15 To inherit this country, the “heart of the world ,” 16 meant 
to manifest that one was really “the elect and the heart of humanity” 
and someone who did not inherit it could scarcely pretend to more 
than the lowly status of “shell .” 17 Meat of the nut, apple of the eye, 
heart of the great universal organism, Israel and its land alone pre¬ 
served direct communication with the Divine. While the world as a 
whole found itself encased in the slough of evil, impurity, and chaos, 
a single breach had survived, a single portal had remained open: in the 
Holy Land . 13 

Another image, also very ancient, was that of the “navel,” which 
opened still vaster perspectives, because it allowed a combination of 
spatial centrality and temporal anteriority. According to a late homi¬ 
letic source, God had, in effect, begun the creation of the world with 
the land of Israel, just as He began the creation of the embryo with 
the navel . 19 The navel of the world is thus both the beginning and the 
foundation of this world: the Mishnah speaks of a “foundation 
stone” “dating from the days of the first prophets” upon which, in 
the sanctuary, the Ark of the Covenant, was placed . 20 It was from 
there that the world had been created and from the dust of this place 
that the first man was fashioned. The various accounts offered by rab¬ 
binic literature—often taken up and endlessly reinterpreted—did not 
entirely jibe with one another, and the land of Israel could stand in 
dynamic relation to the rest of the world, although it always retained 
a central role. According to certain traditions, it was Adam’s head 
alone that came from the Holy Land; his body came from Babylon, 
and his limbs were from the other countries of the world. According 
to others, in order to create Adam, God had taken dust from the site 
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of the Temple and from the four cardinal points and then mixed it 
with a little of all the waters of the world . 21 

The foundation of the world and the original site of humanity, 
Jerusalem and its Temple were also the center of human history and 
Israel’s history, as if all crucial moments ineluctably returned to this 
crucial and unique place, as if space furnished the unifying principle of 
a chronological succession that was perhaps too profuse. It was there 
that Adam, newly created, had supposedly offered his first sacrifice; 
there that Cain and Abel had brought their offerings, there that they 
had fought, and that the first murder in history had been committed— 
their dispute having been precisely over the ownership of this site where 
the Temple would one day be erected. Again, it was there that Noah, 
leaving the Ark, had raised his altar, that Abraham had set about sacri¬ 
ficing his son Isaac, that Jacob had dreamed his ladder. It was there, 
too, that after having been miraculously transported from Egypt, and 
for one night only, the people of Israel had proceeded to their first 
Pascal sacrifice. And it was this site that David had bought from the 
Jebusite and where Solomon had finally ordered the sanctuary to be 
built . 22 Thus, this same place, where the offerings of Cain the peasant 
had been rejected, and from where, guilty of having spilled his brother’s 
blood, he had been driven and condemned to wandering, would be¬ 
come the place where Israel would gather three times a year, expiate 
its faults in the blood of sacrifices, and give thanks to God for the sub¬ 
sistence it drew from the land that He had given to it. A singular re¬ 
versal—and a remarkable continuity! 

It was therefore clearly in the Holy Land, and still more precisely in 
Jerusalem and on the site of the sanctuary, that at least three axes met 
and crossed: spatial, temporal, and mystical. There beat the heart of 
the world, there was gathered its history, and there its meaning was 
revealed. 


Divine Land 

A true territorial exception, the land of Israel was infinitely more than a 
territory. It was the sign and image of the Jewish exception. The intimacy 
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of the link that united the land to God referred back to the intimacy of 
the link that united God to Israel. Any alteration in the relationship be¬ 
tween Israel and its land was merely the visible sign of an alteration of 
its relationship with God. No such alteration had an irrevocable and 
definitive character, however. And none was as profound as appearances 
might lead one to believe. Few people would concede that the land of 
Israel ceased being the land of God, and therefore being holy, at the 
moment when Israel ceased to reside there. Maimonides himself was 
quite free of the temptation to essentialize and little inclined to confer 
on the Holy Land a particular metaphysical status, but he could not 
help reasserting the absolute sanctity of Jerusalem. The city’s sanctity 
was eternal because the Divine Presence had elected to reside there, 
and it was not about to disappear. The election of Jerusalem was eter¬ 
nal, as was the election of the Jewish people. Also eternal was the link 
between Israel and its land. God, the people, and their land formed a 
chain of which no link could be weakened without the danger of com¬ 
promising the solidity of the whole. 

On the model of the Jewish people, the land of Israel was constantly 
in God’s sight. Like them, it enjoyed Divine providence in an imme¬ 
diate way. Unlike the great regions that bordered it, Egypt or Meso¬ 
potamia, whose prosperity depended on rivers with regular courses, 
the Holy Land was exclusively dependent for its fertility upon unpre¬ 
dictable seasonal rains, of which God alone was the master. Any abun¬ 
dance, like any famine, came directly from Heaven, in both senses of 
the term. Like Israel’s exile, the present ruin of the land of Israel was 
the work of providence—itself the patent sign of a particular provi¬ 
dence. Beneath the appearance of exile and desolation, nothing had re¬ 
ally changed. If one admits the land of Israel’s inherent sanctity, then 
nothing could change this. The absence of Israel and the presence of 
new masters could not lessen it in the least. It was not the practice of 
the commandments on its soil that made the land holy—just the re¬ 
verse, for by reason of its intrinsic sanctity, the commandments had 
been instituted. It had already exercised a powerful attraction on the 
patriarchs even when it was still occupied by idolatrous peoples and 
soiled by their abominable practices. The land possessed something di¬ 
vine that nothing could alter. 
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The land was a person, endowed with a will; it could be harmful or 
favorable, sometimes accepted and sometimes rejected its inhabitants. 
Those who resided on its soil breathed pure air, and its dust had an ex¬ 
piatory virtue comparable to the sacrificial altar for those who were 
buried in it. And while “there cannot be found in the inhabited world 
any land that had been good and vast and populated and that is now 
desolate like this land,” says Nahmanides, this is precisely “because 
since we have left it, it has not welcomed any other people or nation, 
and even when efforts are redoubled to colonize it, they do not man¬ 
age to do so .” 23 This incapacity of successive conquerors to put down 
roots in the Holy Land manifests the positive resistance it offered to 
any illegitimate takeover. The land of Israel can only be affected by 
whatever it wishes to be affected by. Pure in its very essence, it cannot 
really be soiled by anything. The earth of the Gentiles and the bread it 
produces are both unclean . 24 But the Gentiles do not have the power 
to soil the earth of the Holy Land. Destruction and subjection to a 
foreign yoke have only a limited impact: the divine influx perhaps no 
longer descends upon it with the same intensity as before, but the rind 
of evil cannot dominate it, and the land has the power to reject impu¬ 
rity. In the same way as the souls of Jews who have died outside the 
Holy Land must return there, so also the souls of non-Jews deceased 
on its soil must leave it and return to their proper domain. There is no 
place in the land of Israel for rebels and sinners, and they will be 
chased away from it after their deaths like dogs. “And at the end of 
time, the Blessed One will seize the corners of the land and shake out 
every impurity from it .” 25 

If the effects of impious acts committed in the Holy Land over the 
centuries are held to be null, ancillary, or fundamentally inessential, 
then this amounts to assuming that history flows over it like water off 
a duck’s back. Escaping in fact from any nonlegitimate ascendancy 
over it, the land of Israel is already no longer situated within history, 
but well outside it. Underneath the rags of despoliation and ruin is 
hidden an essential land, divine and invariable, that the present tribu¬ 
lations in no way affect, which will one day be once more called upon 
to reveal itself in all its untarnished glory. Indefinitely idealized, the 
land of which the medieval Jews dreamed was truly that land toward 
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which they very concretely directed their prayers three times a day. 
But it was also much more than that, and in a way something quite 
different. The more it was perceived as holy, the more it was experi¬ 
enced as other—and dangerous. Firstly, as other: the Flasidic master 
Nahman of Bratslav (1772-1811) 26 tells of having met people who ad¬ 
mitted to him how surprised they were, upon arrival in the Holy Land, 
to discover that it really belonged to this world and that the dust found 
there was like the dust of other countries. Then, as dangerous: inspir¬ 
ing the fear and provoking the recoil that the sacred by nature arouses, 
so the Holy Land became strictly speaking uninhabitable, forbidden 
to common mortals, requiring of whoever dared tread its soil an ex¬ 
ceptional degree of spirituality. 

Modern Jewish apologetics has had a tendency—all the more so as 
Zionist pressure became stronger—to maintain that after the destruc¬ 
tion and dispersal, nothing had basically compromised the relation¬ 
ship of the Jews to the Holy Land, which had never been weakened, 
even by a symbolization of sacred space (such as the pure and simple 
replacement of the terrestrial Jerusalem by a heavenly Jerusalem); nor 
had it been weakened by the transfer of this sacredness to some other 
space or institution. A simple reading of the texts, though, casts doubt 
upon this axiom as overly simplistic . 27 As soon as the link of Jews to 
their land lost any concrete basis, and the land of Israel historically 
ceased to be the territory of the assembled nation or even its nerve 
center, then even if Israel had definitively renounced the idea of a po¬ 
litical reconquest of its site, it could not have renounced other types 
of reconquest. The desire for place, as nostalgia, as awareness of lack, 
could not simply feed on itself. This desire, in fact, never remained to¬ 
tally unquenched. The power of dreams and the artifices of allegory 
could render Zion present at any time and anywhere. Herein precisely 
lay the paradox: the more one thought of the land, the more it was 
forgotten. Or even more drastically: constantly thinking of it, cease¬ 
lessly naming it, was perhaps the best means of forgetting it. 
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The Land as Metaphor 

The spiritualization of Zion observable in the medieval Jewish world 
did not necessarily result—as was the case in the Christian world—in a 
devaluation (or even an eclipse) of the Jerusalem here below. Jewish 
thinkers, notably the Kabbalists, often endeavored to associate these 
two levels of reality. This is notably what the theosophical Kabbalah 
attempted and succeeded at . 28 Any meditation on the land of Israel in 
the world below was by the same token an elucidation of the myster¬ 
ies of the Land of Israel in the world above. 

For the Kabbalists, in fact, the land of Israel symbolized a feminine 
celestial entity. It was associated with Kingship ( Malkhut ), the last of 
the ten cosmic forces emanating from God (the sefirot) that constitute 
the higher world. Kingship itself was identified with the Divine Pres¬ 
ence (the Shekhinah ), or feminine in God. The land of Israel thus be¬ 
came one of the key elements in a fundamental sexual symbolism. It 
was directly related to two other entities of the celestial world: Beauty 
('Tiferet ), identified with the Torah, which was the virile force, and 
Foundation (' Tesod ), identified with the Just ( tsadik ), which was the 
virile member through which passed the divine influx directed from 
on high to below. Most of the commandments, notably regarding le¬ 
gal coupling, were perceived by the Kabbalah as contributing to re¬ 
storing an original harmony and to fostering the union in God of 
masculine and feminine principles. In the same way, worship practiced 
by Israel in the Holy Land was considered vital because it had the value 
of imitatio Dei and permitted the worshiper to influence the internal 
life of the divine world. The righteous ones who resided in earthly Is¬ 
rael, by the simple fact of this residence, imitated and incited the rela¬ 
tionship of possession established, in the higher world, between divine 
masculinity and the land of Israel above. Thus th cZohar asserted that 
“when the children of Israel were in the Holy land, everything was as 
it should be .” 29 

In a similar spirit, the theosophical Kabbalah tended to distinguish 
between Jerusalem and Zion, to identify each with a particular cos¬ 
mic force—Jerusalem symbolizing a feminine force in God and Zion a 
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masculine one—and to think of their mutual relations in equally sex¬ 
ual terms. Thus Zion, the geographical center of the earthly world, 
referred back to Foundation, the center of the higher world. Zion- 
Foundation was the masculine member containing blessings (semen) 
and feminine Jerusalem received this beneficent influx, which was then 
transmitted to the people of Israel. Arguments for this sexual symbol¬ 
ism could be found in the real world: Zion was a tower, and Jerusalem 
was a city. The link with the earthly Jerusalem was maintained: the in¬ 
flux descending from Zion (Foundation) toward the heavenly Jerusa¬ 
lem (Kingship) conceived an embryo that was the earthly Jerusalem, 
which was tied to her celestial mother by the navel. Even in ruins, the 
earthly Jerusalem remained attached to her heavenly counterpart and 
was truly in this sense still Heaven’s gate—a door opened upon the ce¬ 
lestial world . 30 

This escape upward, this way of associating the land of Israel with 
a higher reality, what we might call its “overrealization,” though, still 
carried the seeds of its “derealization.” As soon as it becomes a divine 
reality, the Holy Land on high is necessarily much more “real” than 
this trivial world where flesh-and-blood creatures live. Inversely, be¬ 
cause it takes its essential being from the higher world with which it 
enjoys privileged contact, the Holy Land here below risks losing to 
the same degree any “reality” in the earthly sense. It is just a step to 
move from idealization to allegorization, from the metaphysical temp¬ 
tation to the seductions of metaphor. This step was easily taken, thanks 
to which the land was less and less itself, as it became more and more 
something other. The words traditionally used to name it (land, Jeru¬ 
salem, Zion) came primarily to designate mystical or philosophical re¬ 
alities perfectly independent of it. The land became just a signifier with 
multiple signifieds, which might or might not maintain a direct or 
indirect relation with the primary signified—the land in the earthly 
sense. Thus Canaan was no longer simply the name of a people and 
the country over which this people had once held supremacy. It was, 
first of all, a word that had autonomous semantic relations with other 
words. It could be connected to a Hebraic root (kn c ) meaning “to 
bend,” and, independently of any territorial connotation, evoke the 
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humiliation and annihilation of self before the divine will on the part 
of someone who observes the commandments. 

The prophetic Kabbalah would take full advantage of such word 
manipulations. Therein, Jerusalem was principally a term composed of 
letters, themselves invested with their own significance, and maintain¬ 
ing a particular link with the names of the Divinity. According to the 
way in which “Jerusalem” was spelled in Hebrew , 31 this word referred 
either to the absence or presence of the Divine within the soul—two 
levels of consciousness that were a direct function of ignorance or 
knowledge of the ineffable Name of God. For Abraham Abulafia in the 
thirteenth century, the word Jerusalem thus referred firstly to a state of 
consciousness. The true Jerusalem was the human intellect; the true 
Holy Land was the body of man as receptacle of prophecy. While the 
earthly Jerusalem as the ideal place of worship for all Israel still played 
an essential role in the theosophical Kabbalah, in the prophetic one, it 
disappeared in favor of a purely spiritual world, interior and individ¬ 
ual. From this point of view, the allegorizing philosophers of the Mid¬ 
dle Ages were scarcely distinguishable from the prophetic Kabbalists 
when they suggested, for example, identifying Jerusalem-on-high with 
the Agent Intellect and Jerusalem-here-below with the soul of man . 32 
In the eighteenth century, Dov Baer of Mezeritch proclaimed simply: 
“The man who is not honest is called Babylon.. . . And the man who is 
righteous is called land of Israel .” 33 

Given the symbolic and altogether atopical meaning that could be 
associated with them, then, the presence (even frequency) in a docu¬ 
ment of terms like Zion, Jerusalem, or land of Israel cannot be taken a 
priori either as signifying the author’s attachment to the places these 
words designated or as revealing the profound nature of that attach¬ 
ment. And sometimes one can legitimately ask to what extent the 
mention of the Holy Land in a given kabbalistic or philosophical con¬ 
text still has anything to do with the ineradicable nostalgia for Zion 
that a certain kind of historiography thinks it is able to discern in the 
heart of each medieval Jew. 

From this point of view, the case of medieval poetry is particularly in¬ 
structive. Sacred poetry is naturally saturated with references to Zion. 
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The richness of an age-old tradition, the influence of liturgical models 
and commonplace thoughts, and the integration of this type of writing 
into synagogue worship all suffice to explain this phenomenon. Some¬ 
times expressing the suffering of destruction and exile and sometimes 
the hope of restoration and redemption, the elegies recited on 9 av, as 
well as the poems inserted into daily prayers and into the Shabbat ser¬ 
vice and festivals, incontestably transmitted profound nostalgia. But 
what kind of nostalgia? It was much more a nostalgia for the Holy 
City, for Jerusalem, and more precisely for its Temple, than for the 
land itself. And what had been lost and what one aspired to retrieve 
was perhaps less a place than an innocence. The sanctuary had been 
the site of an innocence that was periodically regained: it was there 
that the sacrifices and the solemn rites of Yom ICippur earned the peo¬ 
ple expiation for their sins. It is noticeable that medieval elegies insist 
much less on the material sufferings of exile than on the absence of 
Jerusalem and the blessings it had spread over Israel. Tranquility, a 
peace of mind, the marvelous feeling of pardon from sin—all that was 
now lacking. But prayer was there, precisely, to try to fill this lack. 
People hoped, believed, knew that prayer could effectively replace sac¬ 
rifice and assure pardon. 34 

As soon as one leaves the terrain of religious poetry for that of secu¬ 
lar poetry as it developed in medieval Spain, the observed ambivalence 
is all the more flagrant. Even if it had to obey very strict conventions 
on the formal level, even if it was often the fruit of actual commissions 
from patrons, Spanish secular poetry certainly gave more place than 
liturgy to the subjectivity of its authors—which makes it all the more 
precious. What can be observed from reading some of the most emi¬ 
nent representatives of this prestigious school? In these secular poems, 
the land of Israel is really often an image more than anything else. For 
Salomon ibn Gabirol in the eleventh century, for example, exile is more 
a spiritual condition than a political reality. He feels free to use Zion 
as the symbol of the lost wisdom of ancient times, or as a metaphor 
applied to Hai, the head of a Babylonian academy whose death he is 
mourning. The great men he is eulogizing are similarly compared to 
the sacred utensils and other holy objects of the Temple, and their 
deaths are a new destruction of the sanctuary. Nor should we be sur- 
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prised that Moses ibn Ezra, the most Arabophile poet of his genera¬ 
tion, resorts to the imagery of exile to evoke, not the exile of his peo¬ 
ple, but his own departure from Andalusia for Castile! And when he 
takes up the celebrated phrase from the Psalms “If I forget thee 
[Jerusalem],” it is not to express his indestructible attachment to the 
ancestral land but rather to stress his faithful memory of Granada and 
of the friends he has left there. 35 From this point of view, by making 
Zion into a privileged theme of his profane poetry, Judah Halevi would 
make a real break. But if for him this shift was accompanied by an ac¬ 
tual emigration to the real Holy Land, many of his successors would 
be content to evoke in their verses a mythical and ideal land, linked to 
the motifs of exile and redemption. In the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, even the Hebrew poetry of the Jews of North Africa, which 
is the direct heir of the Spanish medieval tradition, offers, it seems, 
only rare examples of a direct and concrete relationship to the actual 
land of Israel below. 36 


A Taste of Paradise 

While many medieval literary works betray a clear tendency toward 
the spiritualization and/or the metaphorization of the land of Israel, 
the intensity and depth of this idealization vary from one text to an¬ 
other, from one author to another, but also from one era or cultural 
area to another. Moreover, the link between attitudes and the concrete 
living conditions of Jewish populations is not easy to determine. Were 
the sublimation and “overrealization” of the Holy Land a means of es¬ 
caping through the dream from the hard realities of an exile that could 
not otherwise be suspended? Were metaphor and “derealization” on 
the other hand, the result of an accommodation to exile when its yoke 
was less heavily felt and when more harmonious relations were estab¬ 
lished with non-Jewish populations? It seems difficult to subscribe a 
priori to such a mechanistic schema, particularly since, as we have seen, 
“overrealization” and “derealization” are by no means fundamentally 
antithetical processes. Moreover, the overwhelming majority of sources 
traditionally examined are scholarly sources, kabbalistic meditations, 
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philosophical commentaries, and poetic elaborations, which are often 
very sophisticated; it is a delicate matter to measure their representa¬ 
tiveness at the level of Jewish society as a whole. It is doubtful whether 
ordinary Jews had much idea of the subtlety that some of these cultural 
productions could attain. What means do we have today to appreciate 
the real impact of a sermon, spoken by a scholar, upon an audience of 
simple believers? How can we judge to what extent the contents of the 
liturgy to which they had access were in fact internalized? Insofar as the 
very words could be actually understood (since Hebrew had always 
been a scholarly language that was very unevenly mastered), did these 
words do any more than fashion a collective unconscious that was gen¬ 
erally inactive, than maintain a vague expectation, than offset the diffi¬ 
culties of daily life with the more or less effective counterweight of a 
stereotyped hope? Of course, all these elements might be capable some 
day of crystallizing and of furnishing, when the circumstances were 
right, the ingredients of an emotional energy able to justify and nour¬ 
ish positive political action. 

Whatever the case, it is clear that the choice for medieval Jews was 
never only between dream and abstraction, on the one hand, and the 
concrete land, on the other—between, on the one hand, constructions 
of the intellect or imagination, and, on the other, emigration. Nor was 
the choice simply between a strictly local attachment to the Holy Land 
or a delocalized representation of it. Delocalization could itself be 
understood in many ways; for example, one could believe that a dilu¬ 
tion of the unique place was foreseen for the end of time. So Abraham 
bar Hiya (twelfth century) announced that at the resurrection of the 
dead, all the deceased from Israel who had died in the Diaspora would 
awaken to inherit the countries of their exile, “such that all the coun¬ 
tries of the world will be called land of Israel, unless the land of Israel 
considerably grows—to the point of filling the entire world.” 37 An¬ 
other possibility was that this dilution had already been realized; for 
example, the Kabbalist Isaac of Acre (end of the thirteenth century to 
middle of the fourteenth) thought that Israel’s posterity, in whom the 
Divine Presence permanently resided, in whatever geographical places 
they found themselves, themselves represented the true land of Israel. 


The Land of Dreams 8l 


Few authentic religious aspirations could easily accommodate the 
excesses of mystical, geographical, or temporal proximity—as well as 
excessive distance from the object of desire. The land of Israel exhaled 
a perfume of paradise. It was paradise itself. To be visible from this 
world without being totally 0/this world, to maintain hope while pro¬ 
viding some consolation in advance, paradise had to be neither too 
close nor too distant, neither too easily accessible nor absolutely out 
of reach. The land of Israel was also the heart of the world. It was the 
seat on which it rested, the axis around which it turned, the orient of 
sacred space. So in order to be visible/row here without being really 
of here, and to furnish the believer with the point of reference he 
needed, this orient should be neither too near nor too far, neither too 
easily accessible nor absolutely out of reach. In both cases, some me¬ 
diation was always possible—and even necessary. 

In certain contexts, this mediation will be supplied by the righteous 
one ( tsadik ). Ancient rabbinic sources conserved the trace of beliefs 
that made the survival of the world dependent on one or more right¬ 
eous people. In the thirteenth-century Kabbalah, the association be¬ 
tween the righteous one and “the pillar of the cosmos” almost always 
meant God Himself as the Just. But Simeon bar Yohai, the second- 
century master to whom the Zohar is attributed, was equally presented 
as the just person thanks to whom the world was not destroyed. He 
himself was the “pillar of the world.” The person who saw him was 
compared to Abraham seeing the Holy Land. He contained the whole 
universe in exacdy the same way as the rock on which Jacob laid his 
head in Bethel contained the whole land of Israel. 38 The Just stands at 
the center of the cosmos; he is the earthly extension of what in God is 
called the Just (meaning the ninth of the emanating cosmic forces, 
Foundation). Particularly after the sixteenth century, Jewish mysticism 
would take up and develop a conception of the Just as axis mundi. Ha¬ 
sidism, especially, would give a whole new dimension to the figure of 
the tsadik , the charismatic head of the community, the actual Jacob’s 
ladder by which the faithful person could start his ascension toward 
God. It would hesitate between the idea of a plural leadership, with 
each tsadik being the center of his own believers’ world, and the idea 
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of a single leader for each generation. It was in the writings of Nah- 
man of Bratslav that the “righteous one of the generation” became a 
major theme: he was the Holy of Holies, the cornerstone, the mythic 
rock from which Creation originated and upon which the Temple had 
been built, as well as the channel through which Israel had access to 
the true interpretation of the Torah. 

By his presence alone, the righteous one transformed the place where 
he lived into a veritable land of Israel—a land of Israel sufficiently sur¬ 
rounded with prestige and mystery to remain wholly other, but also 
a land of Israel that was accessible, toward which it was physically and 
mystically possible to go. It was a near/distant land, at the very heart 
of exile. When Nahman decided to move to Bratslav in the Ukraine 
in 1802, his disciples cried: “Rejoice and exult, thou who dwellest in 
Bratslav!”—borrowing a phrase from Isa. 12:6, but replacing Zion 
with Bratslav. At the end of the nineteenth century, Uri of Strelisk, a 
disciple of Jacob Isaac of Lublin, was supposed to have said: “One 
who comes here is to imagine that Lublin is the land of Israel, that the 
master’s court is Jerusalem, his room is the Holy of Holies, and that 
the Shekhinah speaks through his mouth.” 39 


Nearby Lands, Distant Lands 

So could imagine once more be the key word here? If physically going 
to Lublin was basically an artifice to let you “imagine” you were going 
to Jerusalem, then the mediation and substitution offered by the 
tsadik and his place of residence, despite their belonging to what was 
immediate and concrete, seem no less a work of the imagination than 
are idealization and metaphorization. Moreover, seeing Lublin in or¬ 
der to dream Jerusalem—does that not amount to dreaming Lublin, 
too? However, this double dream and the phantasmagoric confusion 
of “here and there” are precisely what enabled Jewish communities of 
the Diaspora, right up to our day, to nourish with a little more than a 
dream—and therefore to appease—a nostalgia for Zion that was both 
fragile and essential to their self-awareness. 


The Land of Dreams 8 3 


In reality, any Jewish center of any importance could pretend to the 
provisional and enhancing status of an interim Jerusalem. Innumerable 
cities claimed this title: Kairouan, the Jerusalem of Africa; Toledo, the 
Jerusalem of Spain; Salonika, the Jerusalem of Greece; Frankfurt am 
Main, the Jerusalem of Germany; Medzibezh, the Jerusalem of Podolia 
(the place of residence of Hasidism’s founder, also called the “Little 
Land of Israel” by his disciples); Prague, the Jerusalem of Bohemia; 
Vilna, the Jerusalem of Lithuania, and so on. Some traditions even al¬ 
lowed one to superimpose a kind of Palestinian mythic geography 
upon local historical geography. Thus the Jews of medieval Spain were 
assured that the names of certain towns in their country of settlement 
had been given them by the first Jewish colonists in memory of locali¬ 
ties in the Holy Land. Lucena, for example, was supposed to have been 
baptized with the name of the biblical city of Luz because its pure air 
was propitious for the development of Jewish science, just as its Pales¬ 
tinian model’s air had been for prophecy. And Maqueda and Escalona 
in Castile became Makkeda and Ascalon in the Holy Land. 

Until our own era, the Ashkenazi world, too, would consecrate a 
similar type of equivalences: in its literary mythology, the shtetl 40 was 
a “Jewish kingdom” (yidishe melukhe in Yiddish), and an extension and 
continuation of, or substitute for, the original Holy Land. The found¬ 
ing tales as relayed by Yiddish and Hebrew novelists traditionally tell 
of a divine intervention: it was God who pointed out to exiled Jews 
the provisional place in which to settle. It was He who directed them 
miraculously toward Poland when they were fleeing suffering and per¬ 
secution. And when they approached Lublin, nature brought its own 
approval to their itinerary, by permitting them discover a strange for¬ 
est in which a treatise from the Talmud was engraved on each tree! 
The very name of the country authorized this appropriation and gave 
meaning to the migration and its momentary suspension: Poland in 
Hebrew was called Polin, which could be broken down as “Po lin” or 
“Spend the night here!”—while awaiting the dawn when all Israel would 
at last assemble on its land. The temporary domicile of Jerusalem ex¬ 
iles, the Jewish village of eastern Europe was a Jerusalem-in-exile. 
Even its destruction in flames was interpreted by the novelists who de- 
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scribed it as one more link in the long chain of major Jewish disasters, 
a kind of duplication of the ruin of the Temple—unless it augured (in 
a typical ambivalence) less an exile than a new and liberating exodus. 41 

We know that Babylonia was the first to claim the eminent status of 
Holy-Land-in-exile and that it did so to the detriment of the land of 
Israel, against its academies and rabbis. And Babylon always retained a 
central place in the Jewish imagination. But the fact that it was the 
place where, of the two Talmuds, the one whose authority would come 
to be recognized by the Jewish world as a whole was written did not 
suffice to explain this exceptional favor. Babylon was in fact an am¬ 
biguous land. It was the place of exile and oppression, the land of 
idolatry and impurity. But it was also the nation’s place of origin, the 
homeland of Abraham, of some of the prophets, and of venerated 
scholars. The explanations advanced for a rabbinic prohibition on the 
consumption of earth in Babylon express this ambiguity very well: for 
some, to eat its soil amounted in effect to eating impure creatures 
(since, according to legend, it was there that all the cadavers of people 
and animals killed by the Flood had been precipitated), whereas for 
others, it would be like eating the flesh of their fathers. 42 It is also sig¬ 
nificant that pilgrims to the Holy Land traditionally passed through 
Babylonia. This was already the case in the twelfth century for Ben¬ 
jamin ofTudela and for Petahia of Regensburg, whose account lingers 
especially on this stage of the voyage. But what counted for Petahia 
was, not only the tombs of prophets that he could visit, but also the 
spectacle of the flourishing life of Jewish communities, the political 
autonomy they enjoyed, and the personality of the head of the acad¬ 
emy whom he met. 43 

The reality or fantasy of a Jewish autonomy considerably enhanced 
the prestige of a place that sheltered it or was reputed to do so. A lit¬ 
tle of the glory of the land of Israel, the prime site of national inde¬ 
pendence both yesterday and tomorrow, redounded throughout the 
Middle Ages upon two eminently emblematic places. One was purely 
imaginary: the mysterious country, situated beyond an impassable 
river, the Sambation, where the ten lost tribes from the kingdom of 
Israel were supposed to have gathered when it was destroyed by the 
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Assyrians in 722 b.c.e. Many legendary tales evoke this independent 
Israelite state, and periodically there appeared people who presented 
themselves as coming from these lost tribes, such as the traveler Eldad 
the Danite in the ninth century and David Reuveni, an adventurer with 
messianic pretensions, in the sixteenth century. 44 A second symbol of 
political autonomy, this one more anchored in the real but promptly 
turned into myth, was the celebrated Khazar kingdom, which became 
Jewish thanks to the conversion of its sovereign around 740, if we 
are to believe the tenth-century correspondence in Hebrew between 
Hasdai ibn Shaprut, a famous Jewish statesman from Muslim Spain, 
and the Khazar king Joseph. 

All these interim lands of Israel must have fulfilled a rather ambiv¬ 
alent function. They could both reinforce and weaken the memory of 
the eternal land of Israel. They could serve it—but also substitute for 
it. They could fill a lack—but also make it deeper. Thus Hasdai ibn 
Shaprut saw the Khazar kingdom as a sign (but only a sign) of the 
coming rebuilding of Jerusalem, while declaring himself ready to re¬ 
nounce all his present privileges to gain any place of exile where Israel 
was sovereign. But the fall into the imaginary world seemed inevi¬ 
table, sometimes because in the real world, the Holy Land no longer 
offered any support for the dream of Jewish autonomy, and so one 
imagined a place distinct from the Holy Land where this autonomy 
was a reality, and sometimes because people simply transfigured the 
immediate environment in order to turn it into a Holy Land that was 
half-experienced and half-dreamed. 

In fact, throughout the land’s Middle Ages, lasting from the confir¬ 
mation of exile and dispersal as the objective and apparently definitive 
conditions of the Jews’ existence right up to the first efforts toward a 
return to the ancestral soil, Jews seemed fated to resolve in a fantastical 
way a persistent tension between their inability to be really where they 
were (and where quite often their right to be was not recognized) and 
their inability to renounce being where they were not, were no longer, 
or were not yet. The place where they aspired to be, the natural site 
where all their nostalgia was focused, and where they thought they had 
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some chance of feeling at home, the place by which they really wanted 
to be defined, was spontaneously called by medieval Jews either Jerusa¬ 
lem, Zion, or the land of Israel. Sometimes these were the actual Je¬ 
rusalem, Zion, and land of Israel, but purified, magnified, glorified, 
suspended in time, visible images of their own hidden glory, the 
dreamed-of signs of a privilege that reality denied them. But some¬ 
times they were also homelands of another kind, and in a sense more 
accessible: the cosmic force on which the fate of this lower world de¬ 
pended, or the level of consciousness of people freed from the shack¬ 
les of their earthly condition, or else the resident town of a rabbi who 
spoke the Law and let the Word of God be heard. 

The nostalgia of the medieval Jew was dual: historical and existen¬ 
tial, Jewish and human. It was both the nostalgia of the exiled from 
Judea and the nostalgia of those who are fundamentally alien in this 
world. The historian can only take note of this ambiguity, which is not 
the only one. In effect, it would be just as reductive to see the theol¬ 
ogy of the land as proof (and only as proof) of the ineradicable attach¬ 
ment of medieval Jews to the land of Israel as it is, on the contrary, to 
see idealization, metaphorization, or substitution as proof (and only 
proof) of their detachment from it. When he uses the imagery of exile 
to describe his trip from Andalusia to Castile, Moses ibn Ezra is not 
only showing that Andalusia has become his homeland or his new 
Holy Land; at the same time, he is presenting his exile in Castile as the 
reactivation in his own life of a collective experience that is both fun¬ 
damental and paradigmatic: the exile of Israel outside its land. In the 
hearts as well as in the writings of the medieval Jews, Jerusalem is 
never either as present or as absent as we are sometimes inclined to be¬ 
lieve. We should not be surprised, because while the reality of exile in¬ 
definitely lengthened the distance, for its part, the consciousness of ex¬ 
ile indefinitely deepened the nostalgia. 


Four The Exiled Land 


As strong as the seductions of the dream might be, the consciousness 
of the medieval Jew was not governed by them alone. In fact, Judaism 
was not a theology cut off from the real world; it was also a practical 
observance. It certainly did not have the single ambition of speaking 
of what was; first and foremost, it spoke the Law. And as eloquent as 
the speculations of philosophers and Kabbalists and the images of po¬ 
ets may appear when we take them as self-contained, their meaning 
and effective influence still remain relative. Or, to put it another way, 
their meaning and real influence are not fully manifest to the observer 
unless they are placed in relation to another major preoccupation of 
the medieval Jew: to know the deeds approved by God in order to 
perform them. On this level, Jerusalem and the land of Israel were not 
just objects or bearers of representations. The medieval Jew could not 
forget that the destruction of the sanctuary and his own physical es¬ 
trangement from the ancestral soil prevented him from performing a 
considerable number of the essential stipulations of the Torah. Faced 
with the theologies and the triumphant power of Christianity and Is¬ 
lam, Judaism could only feel doubly weakened by exile: subjected to 
a foreign yoke that imposed its rules in many domains, had it not 
moreover become a shadow of itself, deprived as it now was of an es¬ 
sential aspect of its Law? 

Theologians and legal scholars devoted the major part of their ef¬ 
forts to answering this challenge, maintaining an awareness of exile, 87 
and hence of the lack that was the condition sine qua non of the group’s 
survival, but also making this exile and this lack bearable—even con¬ 
ferring on them, while waiting, a positive quality. This meant that hope, 
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for both reconstruction and return, had to enable the believer to pro¬ 
ject himself into the future. Yet this hope should not obscure the pres¬ 
ent or minimize its worth. If that were the case, then the temptation of 
a legal relativism, even a real antinomianism, would always be possible, 
in which the faithful were brought to believe that observance of the 
Law was not really applicable to everyone until the time of hope had 
come, once the gathering of Israel on its land had been realized—when 
the Law would be applicable in all respects. Like hope, the awareness 
of mourning had to be sustained. But it also had to be contained within 
limits, so that it did not prevent the enjoyment of today or the hope for 
tomorrow. As a Palestinian master of the time of the catastrophe of 
70 c.E. put it: “Not to mourn at all is impossible, because the blow has 
fallen. To mourn overmuch is also impossible, because one can only ask 
of the community what it is capable of enduring.” 1 Many practices of 
Judaism in exile—its management of time, of worship, and space—were 
marked by this basic ambivalence. 


Land and Liturgy 

Take the management of time to start with. Curiously, in fact, destruc¬ 
tion and dispersal did not fundamentally modify the liturgical calendar. 
Even when pilgrimage became impossible, or at the very least difficult, 
and, in any case, of problematic liturgical efficacy, since the Temple had 
been destroyed and therefore no worship could take place there, the 
three high points in the Jewish year were still the great festivals, meant 
to be occasions of pilgrimage: the feasts of Sukkoth, Passover, and 
Weeks. These three solemn occasions, which were also agricultural 
festivals, regulated the seasonal rhythm of the liturgy throughout the 
Diaspora in the same manner as in the Holy Land. At Passover and 
Sukkoth, therefore, people continued to say prayers for the dew and 
the rain, which more answered the needs of the land of Israel than the 
particular climates of the believers’ actual places of residence. At the 
Festival of Weeks, one still ritually shook the not-yet-opened date 
palms (the lulav) and the citron, “imported from the South and the 
East at great expense.” 2 Each year, in January or February, at the semi- 
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festival of Tu bi-shevat, people continued ritually to eat fruits, since 
this celebration corresponded in the Holy Land to the end of winter 
and the beginning of a new year for the levying of tithes. By rejecting 
the automatic periodic intercalation of a supplementary month to en¬ 
able the shorter lunar year to catch up with the solar cycle, stipulated 
by the precalculated calendar used by the Jewish majority, and contin¬ 
uing to decide when to add a month based upon actual observation of 
the ripeness of the barley in the springtime Holy Land, the Karaites 
went even further in this direction . 3 

Certain gestures and certain readings thus allowed the prolongation 
of the memory of a vanished form of worship and of the place associ¬ 
ated with it. Although sacrifices were no longer offered in the Temple, 
in liturgy, people remembered their nature and how they unfolded. 
And if, on the day of Yom Kippur, the High Priest no longer went 
into the Holy of Holies to obtain pardon for Israel, the synagogue 
service was organized around the detailed account of this holy day 
as it had taken place in the sanctuary when it was still standing. The 
continuity of liturgical time thus stood against the vicissitudes of his¬ 
tory and guaranteed a relative fidelity to that place, despite the fact of 
being tom away from it. Still, ambiguity was not totally removed. The 
three festivals of pilgrimage, which by definition recall Jerusalem, si¬ 
multaneously commemorate the three founding moments of Israel’s 
identity before the Hebrew conquest of Canaan—the departure from 
Egypt, the theophany in the Sinai, and the wandering in the desert. 
As festivals of pilgrimage, they evoked ownership of the land, but as 
historical festivals, they merely expressed a hope of ownership. Nor 
should we forget that Purim, the most popular holiday in the Jewish 
calendar, which occasions the most lively and colorful celebrations, re¬ 
calling the miraculous salvation of the Jews of Persia thanks to the in¬ 
tervention of Queen Esther, is the festival of exile par excellence. Nor 
should the national and political dimensions of the events commemo¬ 
rated by Hanukah—the victory of Judas Maccabaeus over Antiochus IV 
Epiphanes in the second century b.c.e.— be overestimated. The rabbis 
preferred to see it as the exaltation of spiritual resistance to paganism 
and to the temptations of idolatry. The text inserted on this day into 


90 Genealogies 


the daily prayer does not refer to the liberation of the national terri¬ 
tory; the military high points are only surreptitiously mentioned; the 
main, and only real, fighter has been God Himself; and the benefit 
procured by this campaign was mainly the removal from the Temple 
of all alien presence, its purification, and the lighting of lamps within 
its walls. 

As a general rule, the fact that synagogue worship often appeared so 
clearly centered on Jerusalem by no means implied a priori that a pre¬ 
occupation with territory or even an attachment to place was of pri¬ 
mordial importance in it. Jerusalem was not the land of Israel. Jeru¬ 
salem was primarily the seat of the Temple, the ideal site of an ideal 
worship. And it was that loss, much more than loss of land, that be¬ 
lievers mourned during the fasts that punctuated the Jewish year: io 
tevet (December-January), which commemorated the start of the siege 
of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar; 17 tamuz (June-July), which recalled 
the first breaches made in the walls of the city by Nebuchadnezzar and 
by Titus; and 9 av, finally, the anniversary of the destruction of the First 
and then the Second Temple—also the date, tradition said, of the birth 
of the awaited Messiah. 

The land as such is not absent from worship, of course. It is even 
quite present at various moments of the day, when the believer recites 
thanksgiving graces after meals. 4 When he simply drinks wine or eats a 
cake or one of the fruits for which Israel’s land is famous (grapes, figs, 
pomegranates, olives, dates), he pronounces a blessing on the land. 
And if the fruits that he eats have been harvested in the Holy Land it¬ 
self, he not simply thanks God “for the land and for these fruits,” but 
“for the land and for its fruits.” When the meal includes the consump¬ 
tion of bread, the recited words are much more elaborate, and the sec¬ 
ond of the three core blessings is “the blessing of the land.” However, 
mention of the land that God had the goodness to give to the fathers 
of Israel is immediately associated, within that same blessing, with the 
gift of circumcision and of the Torah, as well as with the exodus from 
Egypt and liberation from slavery. Still more significantly, the third 
and final blessing in this set relates specifically to Jerusalem as the site 
where the sanctuary was built and whose coming reconstruction it 
heralds. 
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A similar slide can be seen in the Passover evening ritual: while the 
reading of the Hagada, the liturgical recitation of the exodus from 
Egypt, opens with the phrase “This year here, next year in the land of 
Israel,” it ends with the following words: “Next year in rebuilt Jeru¬ 
salem.” The structure of the Amida, whose nineteen blessings form the 
heart of each of the three daily religious services, is no less revealing of 
this hesitation between evocation of a land grasped in its concreteness 
and the affirmation of the eschatological and messianic theme of lib¬ 
eration and restoration. In this long prayer, first recited individually in 
a low voice by each believer and then taken up in a loud voice by the 
officiating minister, only three blessings can be said to be topocentric, 
and only in a very particular sense. The tenth blessing mentions “our 
land” as the future gathering place of Israel’s exiles, but the accent is 
much more on the fact of the awaited gathering than on its locale. The 
fourteenth blessing calls specifically for the reconstruction of Jeru¬ 
salem, residence of the Lord and seat of David’s throne. The sixteenth 
mentions only the sanctuary, expressing the hope of a restoration of 
sacrificial worship and of a return of the Holy Presence to Zion. 

In such contexts, the site in itself is ultimately much less important 
than the associated expectations, which are essentially atopical and 
principally cultic and religious. The Hagada ritually read on Passover 
evening is both an evocation of the exodus and a solemn reaffirmation 
of the hope for a liberation to come, as is clearly illustrated by one of 
its key passages. It is a restatement of and commentary on the phrase 
in Deuteronomy 26 that biblical legislation requires the peasant to say 
on the day he presents the firstfruits of his crop at the Temple. But the 
Hagada offers only a truncated version of this quotation. First recalling 
Israel’s origins, the Egyptian experience, and the exodus (Deut. 26:5-8), 
the biblical text is followed by two verses (Deut. 26:9-10) that the 
Hagada seems deliberately to omit: 9 “He [God] brought us to this 
place and gave us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. 10 
Wherefore I now bring the firstfruits of the soil which You, O Lord, 
have given me.” The omission of verse 10 is natural because it is di¬ 
rectly tied to the ceremony of presenting firstfruits and has no place in 
the ritual context of the Passover evening. But what can we make of 
the absence of verse 9? Does it simply indicate that in the eyes of the 
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Hagada’s compilers, it is the exodus from Egypt that matters much 
more than the destination, the liberation much more than inheriting 
the land? 

In reality, focusing on messianic expectations and focusing on Jeru¬ 
salem and the Temple do share the same dynamic. It is quite remark¬ 
able that from the end of the thirteenth to the fifteenth centuries, 
Spanish manuscripts of the Elebrew Bible often devote tvvo pages, if 
not more, to representing the sacred utensils of the tabernacle erected 
in the desert. These illustrations are placed at the front of the book 
and not where they would correspond to the text. One often finds the 
Mount of Olives represented in them, too. This custom betrays a very 
powerful hope of messianic restoration: the Mount of Olives is in fact 
called on to open up to let the resurrected pass through on their way 
to the rebuilt sanctuary, and one tradition has it that the utensils of the 
Temple of Solomon had been hidden in grottoes before its destruc¬ 
tion and are destined to reappear at the end of time . 5 

Such practices really testify much more to nostalgia for a time (the 
end of history) than for a place (the Temple). Moreover, as a unique 
and properly local reality, the place has a tendency to disappear. From 
this point of view, it is symptomatic that the same Spanish Jews in the 
fourteenth century had the habit of calling their Bibles “God’s sanctu¬ 
ary” (mikdashya) —with the tripartite structure of Scripture (Pentateuch, 
Prophets, and Writings) evoking the three rooms of the sanctuary (ves¬ 
tibule, Holy, and Holy of Holies). Thus the book that recounts the 
Temple of yesterday and announces the restoration of the Temple of 
tomorrow is itself, here and now, a kind of temple. The synagogue is 
the best testimony to this basic ambiguity and to this confusion in time 
and place. 

The synagogue is in effect the multiple place where the Jew expresses 
his nostalgia for a unique place. Between the walls of this multiple place, 
physically turning toward Jerusalem, he prays for the restoration of the 
unique place. The prayer substitutes for sacrifice at the same time as it 
calls for its restoration. The synagogue replaces and yet does not replace 
the Temple. It does not carry its name, but is akin to it as a segmented 
sacred space in which men and women are separated. Like the Temple, 
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it is a hierarchical space: the ark that contains the scrolls of the Law is 
more holy than the rostrum where the Law is read, which is more 
holy than the oratory taken as a whole, which is more holy than the 
adjoining rooms and outbuildings. Again, like the Temple, it is a space 
oriented upward: the believer “ascends” to the Torah to proceed to the 
reading of it . 6 In the Middle Ages, in the Ashkenazi world, particu¬ 
larly in central Europe, one observes a tendency to endow synagogues 
with attributes evoking the sanctuary: the recess containing the scrolls 
of the Law is called the Holy Ark (like the Ark containing the tablets 
of the Law in the Temple), and it is covered with a veil called the 
parokhet (like the veil that separated the Holy from the Holy of 
Holies); a great candelabra with nine branches for Hanukah is placed 
south of the Ark (recalling the candelabra with seven branches in the 
Temple.) 

Moreover, an ancient tradition grants extraterritorial status to syn¬ 
agogues. Whereas, according to some, Jerusalem is called upon to be¬ 
come so great as to touch the Throne of Glory and so large as to reach 
the gates of Damascus, according to others, the synagogues of the Di¬ 
aspora are miniature temples, which at the end of time will be carried 
away, with the exiles, to Jerusalem . 7 From this would come the cus¬ 
tom of not paving synagogues, which would seal their link with the 
land of exile and risk hindering their future flight toward Zion. Some 
legends about the Altneuschul synagogue in Prague are even more 
eloquent on this score: they maintain that one of the stones of the 
Temple of Jerusalem was integrated into its foundations, and that at 
the coming of the Messiah, when the synagogue goes to Jerusalem, 
this stone will quite naturally find its place again in the Third Temple . 8 
In such a system of representations, the time factor clearly triumphs 
over the spatial dimension. At the end of time, the multiple places that 
are the synagogues of exile will merge with the unique locus of recov¬ 
ered Jerusalem. And the Jew who today treads the ground of his syn¬ 
agogue treads, by anticipation, the ground of the Holy Land. Exile is 
no longer simply exile; the land is no longer simply the land. 
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The Land and the Law: Rabbinic Hermeneutical Exercises 

The ambiguity that marks worship in its relations with time and space 
allows both the land and exile to be saved, not forgetting “there” even 
when one lives “here,” and not ceasing to live “here” when one dreams 
of “there” The man who whitewashes his house will refrain from cov¬ 
ering a section of wall in memory of Jerusalem. Someone who orga¬ 
nizes a banquet will set aside one or two dishes in memory of Jeru¬ 
salem . 9 In both cases, the memory of Jerusalem and its ruin is intact. 
But the house can be whitewashed, and the banquet offered. As for 
the Jew who cannot have himself buried in the Holy Land, it suffices 
to put a litde dust brought from there in his tomb. A concern for Zion 
thus symbolically colors many aspects of daily life and many moments 
in liturgical practice. But it never does so in an absolutely exclusive or 
oppressive manner. 

While such ambivalence is possible, and even the rule, with respect 
to all the Law’s stipulations that are applicable at any time and in any 
place, both in the Diaspora and in the Holy Land, it is not at all ac¬ 
ceptable as regards those stipulations that only a Jew residing in the 
Holy Land can and should put into practice. In this domain, one has 
to decide and either renounce them or leave. But such a renunciation 
is not an easy thing. Is a Jew in exile who observes all the command¬ 
ments not tied to the land of Israel without fail really a spotless Jew, a 
Jew in the full sense of the term? Or is this an interim solution, a stop¬ 
gap, a compromise that is ultimately unsatisfactory? The observance 
of commandments that only the coming of the Messiah and the re¬ 
building of the sanctuary will make possible do not, of course, depend 
on him. But will he not, in order to accomplish there at least the com¬ 
mandments tied to the land, which, conversely, henceforth depend 
only upon himself, be spontaneously tempted to go halfway down 
that road and move to the Holy Land? 

Exile has never been able to make the land of Israel disappear from 
the normative legal horizon. As in the Mishnah, a third of the codified 
regulations in Maimonides’ legal code continue to concern agricul¬ 
tural life and the relationship of Israel to its land. The great medieval 
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jurist had never wanted, in fact, to establish a formal distinction be¬ 
tween the commandments applicable in exile and those only so in the 
Holy Land or that required the existence of a sanctuary. Far from set¬ 
ting the latter aside, he set them forth in the same way as the others. 
Like his Messiah, Maimonides’ land of Israel thus relates to a juridical 
actuality of the most immediate kind; it is in no sense a matter of a 
distant eschatology . 10 However, the question remains of whether the 
commandments linked to the land, or reinforcing Israel’s ties to its 
land, do not finally, forthwith—that is to say, prior to ultimate deliv¬ 
erance—constitute a real obligation. 

Contemporary religious Zionism gready insisted on the importance 
of certain legal regulations, if not of certain homiletic developments 
that were decisive in its eyes. 11 For example, there is the formal prohi¬ 
bition against a Jew leaving the land of Israel. Maimonides clearly 
notes this prohibition. 12 But he does not neglect to hedge it with qual¬ 
ifications: in fact, a Jew is justified in leaving the Holy Land in order 
to save himself from idolators, to marry, or to study Torah, and only 
upon condition of his coming back. He can also make a trip for busi¬ 
ness purposes. On the other hand, he is forbidden to take up long¬ 
term residence outside the Holy Land unless there is a severe famine 
raging there. Of course, even when these particular circumstances 
legally allow it, leaving does not conform to the norms of strict piety. 
This value judgment and the restrictions on the duration of the ab¬ 
sence should not allow us to overlook the essential point, which is 
that the obligation to reside in the Holy Land always enters into ten¬ 
sion with other imperatives that are just as essential: to assure one’s 
subsistence, to found a family and have descendants, to preserve one¬ 
self from the dangers of paganism, and to study the Law. Moreover, 
the land of Israel is not the only place that one ought not to leave: “In 
the same way as it is forbidden to leave the land to go abroad, it is 
forbidden to leave Babylonia for other countries, as it is written [Jer. 
27:22] ‘They shall be brought to Babylon, and there they shall remain 
[until I take note of them—declares the Lord of Hosts—and bring 
them up and restore them to this place].’” 13 It is as if alongside the ob¬ 
ligation to reside in the Holy Land, there were another obligation: 
not to flee an exile decreed by God and to which God alone will put 
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an end. In fact, it is precisely in this sense that a talmudic scholar had 
already used the same verse from Jeremiah (and much less equivocally 
than Maimonides) to establish that anyone who left Babylonia for the 
land of Israel transgressed a positive commandment . 14 

Another rule often invoked is the right of a husband who desires to 
live in the Holy Land to force his wife to emigrate or to repudiate her 
without penalty if she opposes this . 15 It is as if, at least in this case, at¬ 
tachment to the land of Israel overrode an institution (marriage and 
family) that was nonetheless fundamental to the survival of Judaism. 
As clear as the principle formulated for this case may appear, we have 
to recognize that medieval rabbis generally hesitated to apply it. It 
became apparent that emigration to the Holy Land was sometimes 
merely a pretext used by a husband to get rid cheaply of a spouse who 
had become troublesome. Anxious to assure the protection of the le¬ 
gitimate rights of the latter, some jurists refused to apply the talmudic 
rule when the purity of the husband’s intentions was in doubt. Others 
obliged the woman to follow her husband only if moving did not im¬ 
ply too long a voyage and if there were no pirates to be feared along 
the way. As a general rule, the jurists judged it completely legitimate 
that concern for the wife, her children, and their subsistence should 
ultimately be more important than the desire to emigrate. They also 
recalled that it was permitted to quit the land of Israel to study Torah 
abroad, and that, if one could adequately study it in exile, there was 
no obligation to go to the Holy Land. A medieval Talmudist would 
go so far as to overturn the initial principle by maintaining that to live 
in the land of Israel could under no circumstances be held to be a reli¬ 
gious duty as long as it proved difficult, if not impossible, to apply 
many of the land-related precepts of the Law there. 

Here, as in the previous case, the jurists were in fact led to take ac¬ 
tual circumstances into account—the dangers of the voyage, economic 
necessities, and various interests other than that of the land, such as in¬ 
tellectual aspirations, family unity, and so forth . 16 Inversely, when the 
circumstances changed, the rabbis’ position could also change. Thus 
we observe a reversal of attitude in the Maghreb beginning in the sec¬ 
ond half of the eighteenth century. Until then, it was customary to al¬ 
low a Jew who had decided to go to the Holy Land but who had even- 
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tually given up the idea to disengage himself from business commit¬ 
ments undertaken in preparation for the trip. It was also customary to 
grant to wives who refused to emigrate the total sum stipulated in their 
marriage contract in case of divorce. Then a new approach appeared, 
refusing a priori to limit the talmudic principle’s scope. It no longer 
systematically accepted the pretext invoked by recalcitrant spouses, and 
it took into account the newfound safety and ease of transportation; it 
distinguished between certain dangers and those that were only poten¬ 
tial; and in certain cases it pointed out that, objectively, it might be 
more dangerous to remain in an unstable Maghreb than to leave it . 17 

A third rabbinic dictum, to the effect that a person who lives outside 
the land of Israel is like someone who has no God, or even like some¬ 
one who worships idols, is also enlisted by contemporary exegetes with 
a Zionist tendency . 18 Such an assertion has major consequences: it 
seems to threaten the principle of the universality of the Divine Pres¬ 
ence and a priori to deprive Jewish life in the Diaspora of any legiti¬ 
macy whatsoever. No doubt it was for this reason that Rashi limited 
this dictum’s scope to the era when the Temple still existed, as well as 
to the Jew who left the Holy Land—as distinct from one who had been 
born in exile and who should not be reproached for continuing to live 
there . 19 Other medieval thinkers saw this precept as nothing more 
than the affirmation of God’s particular providential relationship with 
the land of Israel, while certain Hasidic masters went so far as to sub¬ 
vert its meaning altogether. For them, where one lived mattered little: 
what counted was the place one thought about. Thus someone who 
was in the Holy Land but thought about his business in the Diaspora 
was like a man who has a God; in reality, he does not. Inversely, some¬ 
one who was in the Diaspora but sincerely thought about the Holy 
Land was like a person without a God, but in reality he was the one 
who had a God. Basically, the believer living in the Diaspora was not 
required to emigrate but only to pray imagining that he prayed in the 
land of Israel, in the shadow of the rebuilt Temple. Does the “land” 
the famous precept spoke of in the end have anything to do with the 
Holy Land? Perhaps it should be understood only as this: to be “in 
the land” is to be stuck in the terrestrial and corporeal, and thus to 
imagine one has a God and yet not have one; inversely, to be “outside 


98 Genealogies 


the land,” meaning detached from corporeality, is to condemn oneself 
to be perpetually dissatisfied with oneself, to imagine oneself not hav¬ 
ing a God, whereas one is precisely the only one who really has a God. 
The reversal is now complete: the land has lost any properly local sense 
and has become a pure symbol of negativity! 

Such examples fully demonstrate the vanity of efforts made by cer¬ 
tain apologists. No anthology of dicta from the Mishnah or Talmud 
can ever, by itself, substantiate the idea that the Judaism of exile al¬ 
ways asserted the absolute primacy of the obligation to reside in the 
Holy Land. It is sufficient to reinsert these dicta into the particular 
context of their appearance and to follow the exegeses to which they 
were subjected over the centuries in order to discover that medieval 
rabbinic hermeneutics was able to bring out the hidden complexity of 
apparently simple rules, and that it was prepared to take some liberties 
with the principle of noncontradiction. 


The Duty of Aliy ah or the Duty of Exile? 

One author more than any other is regularly invoked to uphold the 
principle of a positive duty to reside in the land of Israel that is valid at 
any time, including during exile: Moses Nahmanides. 20 Nahmanides, 
who would himself make the voyage to the Holy Land and die in Acre 
in 1270, in effect relied on Num. 33:53 to establish the obligation of 
every Jew to live in the Holy Land, including under non-Jewish dom¬ 
ination (“and you shall. . . settle in it”). It is not only in order to obey 
the commandments tied to the land that one ought to go; this depar¬ 
ture is in itself a fundamental religious duty inscribed in the Torah. In 
a certain way, for Nahmanides, all commandments relate to the land— 
because it is only on its soil that their accomplishment acquires its 
whole theurgic value, and only there that Kabbalah, as he understood 
it, could be wholly realized. Of course, the risk of such a position is 
that it may empty religious life in exile of any substance. In fact, for 
Nahmanides, the observance of the Law in the Diaspora does have its 
own theurgic value; it manifests the constant authority of the Torah 
and symbolically expresses the universality of the divine Kingship. 21 
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But it is still no less an interim solution, the condition for maintain¬ 
ing Jewish specificity, a kind of training with a view to a future real¬ 
ization that will be infinitely more complete in the Holy Land. 

It is also true that in his Book of Commandments, Maimonides (to 
the great scandal of Nahmanides) did not include the obligation to re¬ 
side in the land of Israel in his list of 613 basic prescriptions of Jewish 
law. According to one of his sixteenth-century commentators, this si¬ 
lence arose from the fact that for Maimonides, this obligation of resi¬ 
dence, like that of conquering the Holy Land, did not have constrain¬ 
ing value except in a given era, that of Moses, Joshua, and David, which 
it had since lost and would not recover until the messianic era. It is also 
possible that this absence resulted simply from the organizing principle 
chosen by Maimonides in his reckoning of commandments, where he 
distinguishes between principal ones (chapter headings) and derived 
ones (found under the chapter headings). In his legal code, the Mishneh 
Torah, Maimonides has the habit of starting with a basic commandment 
and then passing on to other provisions of biblical origin, as well as to 
rabbinic prescriptions that he thought were associated with it. Thus it 
was only after developing the prohibition against residing in Egypt, 
which is included among the 613 commandments, that Maimonides 
mentions, as a corollary, the obligation to reside in the Holy Land, the 
ban on leaving it, the love of the sages for its dust and stones, the expi¬ 
atory virtues of its soil, and so on. 22 It is the Egyptian ban that is kept as 
chapter heading—a ban that Maimonides explains by the particularly de¬ 
viant customs of that country’s population, and that is only valid for the 
individual and when Egypt is in the hands of idolaters. 23 

Such a way of proceeding clearly reveals the major preoccupation of 
this great medieval jurist: the environment into which the Jew is going 
to be plunged really counts far more than the place. For Maimonides, 
we recall, it is not the simple fact of living outside the Holy Land that 
deprives the Jew in exile of the gift of prophecy, but actually the objec¬ 
tive conditions of his existence, the oppression and fear of a foreign 
yoke weighing down on him. Were these objective conditions of ex¬ 
istence so fundamentally different in a Holy Land then under Muslim 
jurisdiction, where Jews were clearly in the minority? Other jurists, es¬ 
pecially in the Ashkenazi world, would usually insist on the limits that 
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should circumscribe the desire of an individual to emigrate to the land 
of Israel. If it would be impossible for him to meet his needs reason¬ 
ably, if the search for subsistence might oblige him to relinquish his 
study of the Torah, if the Holy Land did not possess places of study 
that were at least comparable with those of the Diaspora, and so on, 
then it would be better for him to remain in exile. In this instance, it 
was clearly study of the Torah that counted most. Love of the land 
only came afterward. A contemporary orthodox master like Moshe 
Feinstein would stress that if residence in the land of Israel really is an 
exalted act on the religious plane, it is not because it is obligatory but 
because it is meritorious—meaning that one who does so acquires merit, 
but one who does not has not committed a sin. In fact, how could 
rabbis have decreed a commandment that they knew perfectly well 
was impracticable in the circumstances? 

In reality, any position taken on the nature of the link Israel pre¬ 
served with its land throughout exile implied taking a position on the 
nature and purpose of exile itself. So if exile was an evil, it was not 
only that, and it was perhaps even also a good. Judaism could scarcely 
see it only as punishment for infidelity to the Law—unless it risked 
strangely echoing the Christian discourse. With its idea of a “City of 
God,” the community of hidden elect, pilgrims wandering the world, 
Christianity had effectively appropriated the positive significance of 
exile in its dual aspect as religious propaganda and as suffering ac¬ 
cepted for the salvation of humanity. At the same time, the real exile 
of the Jews themselves lost its sense of sacred history and became an 
object of mockery and contempt, a testimony to Christ’s truth, the 
sign of the Covenant turning into the mark of Cain, that is to say, of 
the wandering of the penitent pilgrim . 24 Some Jewish commentators 
would therefore insist on the fact that it was more the nature of the 
land itself than Israels sin that explained the exile: this land vomited 
out its inhabitants even if their sin was relatively minor. For others, 
exile and any aggravation of it corresponded to the birthpangs of the 
Messiah: any new expulsion was interpreted as exodus or as the be¬ 
ginning of exodus. According to Halevi and Maimonides, Christianity 
and Islam, born of Judaism, were a sort of divine ruse to bring the na- 
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tions closer to authentic monotheism. In the sixteenth century, Israel 
was thought to have a beneficent influence on the beliefs of peoples 
among whom it resided. The simple fact that it had survived the emi- 
nendy negative conditions of exile proved to the Gentiles, whose ma¬ 
neuvers were ultimately always confounded, the existence of God and 
the favor He continued to grant His people. In kabbalistic thought, 
finally, the scattering of Israel and the events of history became a means 
of assuring the reparation ( tikkun ) of cosmic catastrophes that had taken 
place before the beginning of history. It was not redemption (jyeulah) 
that brings reparation, but reparation that brings redemption. The Di¬ 
vine Presence had not abandoned Israel at all, but rather followed it in 
its exile. 25 Therefore, exile became a mission. Israel was charged with 
raising the sparks of sanctity that were dispersed around any place, or in 
the phrase of the Kabbalist Isaac Luria Ashkenazi in the sixteenth cen¬ 
tury, “gathering the lilies of holy souls scattered among the thorns.” 26 

The theology of exile is thus susceptible to all kinds of inversion. 
For some a punishment for sin, for others, exile is sin itself. In some 
cases, to go into the Holy Land may take on the allure of a rebellion 
against divine sanction, and in others, it is, on the contrary, the ac¬ 
complishment of a positive commandment. Between these two ex¬ 
tremes, when it is neither sanction nor sin but rather a mission, exile 
maintains an eminendy dialectical relationship with the land of Israel. 
This relationship can tend, over time, to a blurring of frontiers, as when 
Naftali Bacharach asserted in the seventeenth century that the people of 
Israel dispersed and studying the Torah purified the air of the countries 
in which they resided, such that the whole world was called upon to be¬ 
come as pure as the land of Israel. This relationship could also be con¬ 
ceived of in terms of complementarity, with the Holy Land and the Di¬ 
aspora each playing a specific and essential role in the dynamic of tikkun. 
But it was a relationship that in any case never made aliyah , “ascent” 
into the land of Israel, a trivial matter. It was, in fact, rarely encouraged 
and was most often restricted to a few, if not simply prohibited. 
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The Forbidden Land 

The continuity of a migratory movement toward the Holy Land has 
often been invoked to attest to the force and concrete dimension of 
the attachment of Jews to their land. But nobody can deny that this 
migratory movement only ever involved an extremely small fraction of 
Jews, and that these displacements were sporadic. Why should we 
take this conduct, quite marginal on a demographic level, as more sig¬ 
nificant than the massive and undeniable fact that the overwhelming 
majority of the Jewish people perfectly well accommodated them¬ 
selves to exile? We have to realize, to give but one example, that all the 
time that Palestine was under Arab Muslim domination (634 to 1099 
c.e.), “ascent” toward the Holy Land remained a rare phenomenon. 
Although the Karaites called resolutely for departure, and while this 
appeal was sufficiently heard for Karaite colonies to appear in Jerusa¬ 
lem and Ramleh, one observes nothing of the kind in the normative 
Jewish world, where even cases of yeridah were viewed with relative 
indifference. 27 As for the few cases of “ascent” that were actually ob¬ 
served, they accompanied larger migratory movements, linked to eco¬ 
nomic distress or to the anarchy reigning in the Abbasid Caliphate in 
the tenth century. 28 

Moreover, the simple fact of a given individual’s departure for the 
Holy Land does not in itself furnish any information about the exact 
nature of his attachment to the country where he has chosen to go. 
Thus the emigration of a man like Halevi, although it is traditionally 
appealed to by Zionist historiographers, has given rise to the most di¬ 
verse interpretations. The impact of the Crusades, placing the Holy 
Land at the heart of the great confrontation between Islam and Chris¬ 
tianity and resulting in the conquest of Jerusalem, has been evoked; 
so, too, have the degradation of the Jewish condition in Muslim Spain, 
with the pogrom in Granada in 1066, the Almoravid and then Almohad 
domination, and the fall of Toledo into Christian hands in 1085; Halevi’s 
desire to expiate the sins of his youth, whether relating to doubts aris¬ 
ing during his philosophical studies or to sexual promiscuity or even de- 
viancy; his rejection of Jewish court life in Muslim Andalusia, which was 
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skeptical, hedonistic, sure of itself, and yet fragile; and so forth. Ben- 
Zion Dinur (Dinaburg), a master of Zionist historiography, has even 
maintained that Halevi wanted to set an example and get the Jews to 
follow him, which seems very unlikely. Today, one thinks rather of the 
general context of messianic effervescence tied to advances in the Re- 
conquista . 29 In any case, this need to grasp the motives for Halevi’s de¬ 
cision only underlines its exceptional character; to remain was in any 
case much more natural. 

As for specific collective migrations into the Holy Land, and if one 
excepts the development of a large community coming from Spain and 
Portugal to Galilee in the sixteenth century, historians agree on recog¬ 
nizing that it is finally not possible to discern a continuous wave before 
the 1740s. Then came immigration clusters, first of Sephardim, princi¬ 
pally from other regions of the Ottoman Empire; next, the Hasidim of 
the 1760s and 1770s; 30 then the Perushim after 1808; and finally orien¬ 
tal Jewish immigrants, notably from Morocco, after the 1830s. 31 Here 
again, though, it is only too easy to misunderstand the causes and sig¬ 
nificance of these displacements. One cannot simply maintain that an 
amelioration in means of transport, the greater security of means of 
communication, and the political stability in the Holy Land were suffi¬ 
cient to liberate a secular aspiration and to allow its realization. In fact, 
in many cases, to leave was also to flee: with respect to the Ashkenazis, 
there was the pressure for Russification and the considerable growth of 
the Jewish population in the Pale of Settlement in Russia; while with 
respect to the oriental Jews, there was the poverty and instability of the 
Maghreb. Finally, one should beware of the illusions of perspective. 
Any collective migration is not the sign of collective adherence to a 
precise ideological project. Thus in 1777, three disciples of Dov Baer of 
Mezeritch arrived in the Holy Land accompanied by a group of about 
three hundred people. But that was certainly not a mass Hasidic immi¬ 
gration: the fact was that only a small handful of Hasidim left for the 
land of Israel, to whom a few hundred miserable travelers attached 
themselves en route, though having no ideological affinity with them; 
they were “parasites,” in some sense, about whom the Hasidim com¬ 
plained bitterly and who upon arrival went on to join the ranks of the 
anti-Hasidic Ashkenazi party in the Holy Land . 32 
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Observed behaviors, even when they appear identical, may denote 
radically divergent positions. There were not simply, on one side, 
those who considered the sanctity of the land of Israel to be intact and 
aliyah to be required of everybody, and, on the other, those, like the 
Kabbalist Ezra ben Solomon of Gerona in the thirteenth century, who 
instead urged their contemporaries to endure the sufferings of exile as 
a necessary expiation and who judged that whoever left for the Holy 
Land in fact abandoned the Divine Presence, which now resided where 
Israel had been scattered. The split was not always along neat lines. 
And just as love of the land and affirmation of its sanctity were by no 
means sufficient reasons for leaving, the very fact of leaving did not 
necessarily presuppose a repudiation of exile. 

In fact, some people, far from denying the difference there might be 
between inhabiting the land of Israel and living in exile, still adopted 
a resolutely elitist point of view (as did the Kabbalist Yehuda Leib 
Pohowitzer at the end of the seventeenth century), judging that aliyah 
was a mission only for a minority of the righteous who were cap¬ 
able, by their actions in the Holy Land, of protecting all Israel and 
hastening deliverance. The Hasidim who came to live in the Holy 
Land saw themselves as an avant-garde, as emissaries and representa¬ 
tives of the Diaspora, and they preached a resolutely selective immi¬ 
gration. 33 The strongly asserted sanctity of the land of Israel was at 
least as frightening as it was attractive. This clearly appears from the 
writings of the 1777 immigrants. They knew that because of the exile 
of the Divine Presence, the land of Israel was the place in the world 
were the Divine was most humiliated—and that for this reason, it was 
in fact more difficult to realize oneself spiritually there than in Dias¬ 
pora. But this lowest of descents was in their eyes at the same time, in 
accordance with an essential Hasidic principle, the means of the high¬ 
est ascent. This is precisely why the leaders did not push their flocks 
to imitate them. The trip was only for exceptional people who would 
not be distracted from God’s worship by these spiritual and material 
difficulties. The Hasidic leaders who settled in the Holy Land thus 
entered into a contract with the communities they had left in exile: 
they would endeavor to turn the divine influence they would be able 


The Exiled Land 105 


to raise in the land of Israel to the benefit of the Diaspora, which for 
its part would only have to provide for their material needs. 

The land of Israel required too much of its inhabitants for them to 
tread its soil with impunity. The extreme affirmation of its sanctity could 
have a highly dissuading impact. One of the great figures of German 
pietism in the thirteenth century, Eleazar ben Moses of Wurzburg, 
would rely on this principle in one of the strongest warnings in Jewish 
literature against aliyah , comparing the Holy Land to the Mount Sinai 
of theophany: whoever approached it risked death. 34 Similarly, his 
contemporary Meir ben Baruch of Ro then burg warned candidates 
upon departure that sins committed in the land of Israel were much 
more heavily punished than those committed in exile; therein lay the 
meaning of iSlum. 13:32: “a country that devours its settlers.” 35 Con¬ 
temporary thinkers of religious and radical anti-Zionism would push 
this idea to its ultimate expression by making the Holy Land an arena 
of a cosmogonic conflict, played out between Ein-Sof and Satan, 36 a 
place where any immigrant should know that by his coming he was 
declaring war on evil and simultaneously risked exposing himself to its 
destructive influence; it was a place both divine and demonic, where 
only the best-armed combatants could survive without injury. 

Like aliyah and the exaltation of the land of Israel, aliyah and mes- 
sianism were equally related to each other in an ambivalent manner. 
There could be messianism without the pull of aliyah. The strong cur¬ 
rent of messianic expectations that appeared in the seventeenth cen¬ 
tury around the figure of Sabbatai Tsevi, it seems, had never conceived 
of emigration to the Holy Land as a priority, and the preoccupations 
of its ideologues were fundamentally more religious than political or 
territorial. 37 Inversely, there could be aliyah without messianic fervor. 
Thus, when emigration became common among scholars, particularly 
in the West, in the thirteenth century, and groups of Jews, French rab¬ 
bis to the fore, settled in Jerusalem and in the Holy Land, their moti¬ 
vation was religious: they wanted to be able to perform the com¬ 
mandments linked to the land and thereby attain a degree of spiritual 
perfection. Their concern was concrete, practical, and legal: behind it 
lay no messianic effervescence, no mystical aspiration toward the sacred. 
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Moreover, for many, aliyah was only an acceptable step when it was 
not connected with a messianic fever; consequently, the mass move¬ 
ment toward the Holy Land observed in Castile in the second half 
of the fifteenth century was vigorously condemned as an attempt to 
hasten deliverance. Even when aliyah and messianic expectations went 
hand in hand, this did not necessarily mean that emigration was 
thought of as a way of precipitating the end—it could be merely a de¬ 
sire to “be there” and to prepare oneself to welcome redemption by 
performing positive acts. As a general rule, rabbinic Judaism appears 
to have been periodically divided between a desire to anticipate salva¬ 
tion, sometimes perceived as imminent, and fear of forcing it prema¬ 
turely. Thus we can understand why each time a collective movement 
arose that was associated with strong messianic expectations, voices 
were heard warning against the risks of deviation and recalling the 
three “oaths” that, according to several classical rabbinic sources, for¬ 
bade Israel to rebel against nations, to hasten the end, and to leave ex¬ 
ile “like a wall” (i.e., collectively), while nations for their part were 
committed to “not subjugate Israel more than was reasonable .” 38 

These oaths clearly expressed the principle of maintaining the status 
quo until God Himself decided to deliver Israel. Contrary to a com¬ 
mon opinion, the insistence upon these oaths is not of recent origin. 
Ultra-Orthodox anti-Zionists and Orthodox Jews who favored eman¬ 
cipation in exile were not the first to have recourse to them to justify 
their positions. Far from being simply perceived as a homiletic elabo¬ 
ration without legal bearing, these oaths have in fact been regularly 
used since the Middle Ages to establish the principle of a dissociation 
from the Holy Land and to put a brake on the impulse to leave exile en 
masse. This was used by thinkers who attributed a deep theological, 
symbolic, and mystical significance to Jewish life in the Diaspora. 

However, the prohibition in the “oaths” raised at least two kinds of 
questions. The first was whether it applied only to the group, preclud¬ 
ing only mass departure and thus leaving the individual free to go to 
the Holy Land. In fact, this was the generally accepted option: thus, a 
distinction was made between emigration by an individual, whose 
meritorious act attracted a blessing on himself, and a collective break 
with exile, which was clearly reprehensible. While it was thought that, 
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until redemption, the Holy Land could aid in the sanctification of 
righteous individuals, on the other hand, it was exile that purified the 
nation as a whole. The second question was whether the ban on leav¬ 
ing was linked to the principle of not rebelling against the nations, and 
whether it was sufficient to obtain permission from the nations for this 
ban on mass ally ah to lapse. The answers to this question varied, too, 
of course. But for many people, this ban was valid in all circumstances, 
and still today some sectors of ultra-Orthodox opinion will not admit 
that the 1947 UN resolution concerning the creation of a Jewish state 
sufficed to make these oaths null and void. 


Encounters with Palestine 

This being so, whether emigration was individual or collective, indif¬ 
ferently encouraged or expressly reserved for an elite, it was never the 
only way for Diaspora Jews to concretely express their attachment to 
the real Holy Land; nor was emigration the sole means, in the Di¬ 
aspora, to keep in effective contact with the Jewish Palestinian com¬ 
munities. The importance, if not the necessity, of maintaining such 
contact was variously felt in different periods and places. The factors 
largely contributing to it were messianic excitement, a numerical 
strengthening of the Jewish colony in the Holy Land, and a rise in the 
influence of its scholars and academies. 

Such was the case in the sixteenth century when the settlement of a 
large number of Jews who had been chased out of Spain and Portugal 
and an influx of remarkable jurists and Kabbalists once again gave life 
and prestige to a Palestinian community that again became, thanks to 
them, if not the center, then at least one of the major centers of the 
Jewish world. This Jewish resurrection of the Holy Land in the six¬ 
teenth century has been much studied, and sometimes has been seen 
as laying the foundation for a reconstruction that would not be fully 
realized until the contemporary era. People have been tempted to in¬ 
terpret the efforts of Rabbi Jacob Berab, who setded in Safed, to re¬ 
store the institution of the Sanhedrin in Palestine, as the expression of 
a desire to establish the Holy Land as the legal and political center of 
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the Jewish world as a whole. Similarly, the reconstruction of a Jewish 
Tiberias (with the backing of the Ottoman authorities and under the 
auspices of two powerful Sephardic benefactors, Dona Gracia Mendes 
and her nephew Don Joseph Nassi) has often been understood as re¬ 
sulting from “a grand design that was part of a general current of 
Jewish Renaissance.” 39 But Jacob Berab’s initiative failed, and no San¬ 
hedrin saw the light of day, notably because of the ferocious opposi¬ 
tion of the rabbinic authorities of Jerusalem. Likewise, a grave eco¬ 
nomic crisis at the end of the century ruined the new city 7 of Tiberias 
and emptied it of its Jewish inhabitants. 

If the Holy Land did not succeed in regaining an indisputable cen¬ 
trality comparable to the one it had enjoyed, for example, in the time 
of the Mishnah, its influence was nevertheless assured thanks to the 
polymorphous activity of its scholars. Here was where Isaac Luria and 
his disciples developed a form of the Kabbalah that would radiate well 
beyond its borders, and where lived Joseph Caro, the author of the 
Shulhtm c Amkh (Prepared Table), a legal code that became authorita¬ 
tive in the whole Jewish world—although it had to be completed by 
the commentaries of an Ashkenazi scholar of the Diaspora, his con¬ 
temporary Moses Isserles. It was then, too, that the center of gravity 
of the Holy Land itself, in fact as well as in imagination, passed from 
Jerusalem to Safed, a Galilean city. Several factors combined to return 
primacy to this region. An economic boom and political stability fused 
with the memory of the status that Galilee had formerly acquired at 
the end of the ancient period, when Palestinian Judaism retreated after 
the catastrophes of 70 and 135 c.e. Simeon bar Yohai, the second- 
century Palestinian master whom the Kabbalists held to be the author 
of the Zohar, was buried in Meron, and Luria and Caro were buried 
in Safed. The route that led from Safed to Meron was punctuated with 
the tombs of venerated scholars. 40 According to an ancient tradition 
revived by immigrants to Safed, it was in the north of the Holy Land, 
that is, in Galilee, that the Messiah would reveal himself and that the 
resurrection of the dead would begin. This conjunction of objective 
facts and mythic glory explains why, beginning in the second half of 
the eighteenth century, other immigrants, this time from the northern 
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lands of the Ashkenazi world, converged in their turn on Galilee, around 
Safed or around Tiberias, the Hasidim’s preferred destination. 

The strengthening of Palestinian Jewish communities, and the pres¬ 
tige that they enjoyed in the Diaspora as outposts of the Jewish world, 
but also their economic dependence upon the exile communities, largely 
account for the concrete ties that developed between the Jews of the 
Holy Land and the Jews of the Diaspora. Paradoxically, the very inten¬ 
sity of these ties contributed a good deal to preventing the Jewish pop¬ 
ulation of the Holy Land from establishing itself as a specifically Pales¬ 
tinian colony. Once there, Ashkenazim, Sephardim, and oriental Jews 
of all backgrounds never ceased to be conscious of their own identities. 
All of them lived, and were conscious of living, in the Holy Land itself, 
in an eminently exilic situation, where they depended upon the good¬ 
will of non-Jewish authorities. These communities did not fuse but in¬ 
stead formed a sort of microcosm of the Diaspora. In some respects, 
they even had much closer ties with their communities of origin than 
with one another . 41 And whereas some Jewish cities in the Diaspora 
called themselves “Jerusalem in exile” Tiberias readily became a “little 
Meknes” in common parlance, owing to the large number of its resi¬ 
dents who came from that Moroccan city. 

Living with their backs turned to the land and their gaze directed 
toward exile, the Palestinian Jewish populations, for whom study and 
prayer were the principal activity, depended materially on the aid 
poured out by the Diaspora. There, charity toward scholars and the 
poor of the Holy Land was perceived as an essential religious duty. 
There was even regular agitation around the question of whether it 
was more urgent to rescue distant brothers than to alleviate the hard¬ 
ships of the community at hand, while regulations were issued banning 
the use of the funds gathered for the land of Israel for any other pur¬ 
pose. It was this imperative that a few swindlers periodically sought to 
exploit by passing themselves off as Palestinian emissaries or by fraud¬ 
ulently using outdated accreditations . 42 In the Holy Land itself, the 
management of gifts from the Diaspora was entirely in the hands of the 
Sephardim, who alone were responsible to the Ottomans for paying 
the tax owed by the Palestinian Jewish collectivity—until the Hasidim 
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succeeded in emancipating themselves from this tutelage . 43 In the Di¬ 
aspora, the collection, concentration, and conveying of the sums gath¬ 
ered was often assured and controlled by centralized organizations, 
with various ramifications. The local or regional notables who assumed 
this responsibility might carry titles as prestigious and ambiguous as 
“master” or “prince of the land of Israel .” 44 By necessitating contacts 
and collaboration at the international level, the centralization of the 
system of aid to the Holy Land had the effect of strengthening the ties 
among the exile communities themselves. 

From the sixteenth to the twentieth centuries, a similar yet differ¬ 
ent role was played by the emissaries regularly sent into the Diaspora 
by Jewish institutions and communities in the Holy Land in quest of 
funds. These emissaries were scholars, and they often intervened in 
the internal life of the communities they visited with the authority con¬ 
ferred on them by their erudition and especially by their place of ori¬ 
gin. They were, in some ways, the Holy Land coming to meet the 
Diaspora. Their physical presence incarnated a dream and offered Jews 
in exile the opportunity to touch something from the real land of Is¬ 
rael. But they were also the sole means for these communities to enter 
into contact with other kinds of Jews, as when a Sephardic envoy criss¬ 
crossed Lithuania or when an Ashkenazi visited Yemen . 45 The long 
peregrinations of emissaries, their incontestable prestige, and the needs 
for which they made themselves the spokesmen all manifested the ties 
of dependence that united the land of Israel and the Diaspora, while 
simultaneously consecrating the centrality of the Holy Land—essen¬ 
tially as a place of study and prayer, however. Their activities made the 
land, land of dreams and of actual neediness, play a dual and ambigu¬ 
ous role—between the affirmation of the unity of the Jewish world and 
the revelation, in estrangement, of its irreducible diversity. 


Voyagers and “Geographers” 

To receive a letter from a relative or friend who had settled for good in 
the Holy Land or to hear the tales of a passing emissary was still just an 
indirect way for a Jew in exile to apprehend the realities of Palestine. 
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The best way to discover them without going so far as emigration prop¬ 
erly speaking was a pilgrimage . 46 As a medieval phenomenon, pilgrim¬ 
age to the land of Israel, however, had little to do with its ancient 
model, which the Temple’s destruction had rendered useless. It was by 
no means a religious obligation, and no prescription concerning it can 
be found in the great codes of Jewish Law. Traveling to Jerusalem was 
not presented as a normative act, and even the ethical literature does 
not recommend it as an act of penitence. But pilgrimage to the Holy 
Land was still valued by communities, and pilgrims enjoyed an unde¬ 
niable aura, even if they had to deal with the understandable hostility 
of abandoned wives and families. Thus, Crimean Karaites who left in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were honored on their return 
with the title of “Yerushalmi” (Hierosolymite), which they kept until 
their deaths and had engraved on their tombs. Many set off as a result 
of a vow made in a difficult time, for example, during an epidemic, or 
as thanksgiving for some happy event. Departure was preceded by psy¬ 
chological preparation: one tried to obtain pardon from all those one 
had offended, one promised to change one’s life upon one’s return, and 
so on. But people knew that they were taking grave risks, and the ex¬ 
penses of the trip had to be covered. Some left with their savings; oth¬ 
ers tried to get from one community the wherewithal to get to the next 
one; scholars taught or sold a book printed along the way. 

The accounts that many of these pilgrims, some famous and others 
less so, have left of their voyages are a good means of grasping the sig¬ 
nificance they gave to the venture and the way they perceived the places 
and peoples met en route. Many of these accounts are veritable guide¬ 
books—religious, touristic, commercial, and financial—practical man¬ 
uals of a sort intended for travelers. But they are usually much more 
than that. The Holy Land as a Near Eastern reality was not the only, 
or sometimes even the principal, subject of these narratives. Thus in 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries there was a great difference in at¬ 
titude between Sephardic and Ashkenazi pilgrims: while the latter 
focused on holy sites and the tales of miracles associated with them, 
the former were at pains to evoke everything they encountered, 
whether Jewish or not, and sprinkled their tales with economic, polit¬ 
ical, and ethnographic jottings. Italian Jewish travelers of the fifteenth 
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and sixteenth centuries, for their part, manifested a universal curios¬ 
ity, an acuity of observation, and a desire for comparison that are to¬ 
tally remarkable—since to go to Israel was for them also a way of dis¬ 
covering the world in its splendid diversity. Moreover, the frontiers of 
pilgrimage’s geography were not at all to be confused with those of 
the Holy Land in the strict sense; in fact, some nearby countries in 
which there was an ancient and prestigious Jewish presence, like Syria 
and Iraq, enjoyed an equivalent status. 

In addition, going to the land of Israel did not imply that one vis¬ 
ited it in its entirety or that one studied all its aspects. The Karaites 
went only to Jerusalem, because the only Karaite community was there. 
Many a traveler scarcely explored more than Galilee. On top of that, 
any new visit always had a taste of deja vu. Highly sought by the pil¬ 
grim, sites and landscapes never offered themselves innocendy to his 
gaze. The surprise they could arouse in him was born more of a senti¬ 
ment of strange familiarity than an awareness of confrontation with 
the unknown. In the twelfth century, the traveler Petahia of Regens¬ 
burg recounted that after having visited the tomb of Judah the Prince, 
the editor of the Mishnah, he met a living descendent of his, a certain 
Nehorai, himself the son of a certain Judah and possessing a family 
tree proving his noble ancestry. There was no estrangement here! Geo¬ 
graphical displacement above all allowed him to weave together writ¬ 
ten testimonies (the Mishnah, genealogies) in a reassuring temporal 
continuity, less historical than cyclical (the circular renewal of genera¬ 
tions). At the site of his pilgrimage, the pilgrim obtained confirmation 
of a filiation and a unity that defied the unfolding of time and the 
breakup of space. At the end of the fifteenth century, the Italian com¬ 
mentator Obadiah of Bertinoro, in his Letter from Jerusalem , was stu¬ 
pefied to find the Jewish past to be present and incarnated in the land; 
he marveled to find that places had kept their biblical names and that 
the grapes of a certain valley were still exceptionally large . 47 The land 
was merely a palpable and living reflection of the Book. The letter tri¬ 
umphed over any historical—or geographical—considerations. Some¬ 
times a tradition about the presence of the sepulcher of a saint in a 
given place arose solely because of the resemblance between the names 
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of saint and site. Two common letters, or even one, sufficed. At Kfar 
Nahum, one honored the tombs of the Prophet Nahum and Rabbi 
Tanhuma, a Palestinian sage of the fourth century; at Hukuk, one 
found the tomb of Habakkuk . 48 

Imaginary tales and stereotyped descriptions were easily mixed 
with the traveler’s immediate observations and personal impressions, 
erecting a screen between the reader and the real. Moreover, with the 
exception of the Western Wall, the Temple Mount, and the cavern of 
the prophet Elijah at Carmel, all the holy sites visited were tombs. The 
vestiges of ancient sanctuaries, disused synagogues, and even places 
where sacred history relates that miracles occurred in Israel’s favor did 
not become sites of pilgrimage . 49 The tombs visited, of which more 
than five hundred have been counted, attracted most especially Orien¬ 
tal and Hasidic pilgrims. Sometimes one has the feeling that for these 
voyagers, the Holy Land was, in fact, just an immense necropolis. It 
is certain that these sepulchers projected onto the explored space a cer¬ 
tain number of temporal vantage points. They were the geographical 
and earthly inscription of founding moments in Israel’s history on its 
soil—but also elsewhere than on its soil. But since it was essentially a 
matter of the tombs of saints, prophets, and scholars, ancient or more 
modern, this geography bore the traces of a history that had no in¬ 
trinsic tie with the site, since it is a history of Jewish science that is 
independent of space and time data. It was the person buried there 
who conferred on the site its status as holy—and who gratified its vis¬ 
itors with endlessly retold miracles. Worship was rendered as much to 
the teaching that the sage incarnated as to his person or the ground 
into which he had been received. Because of him, in hope of a cure, a 
sick or painful limb was coated with the oil of lamps burning on his 
tomb or a plaster was made with dust from the site. The saint was not 
dead; his soul was always living and active on the site of his burial. In 
the visits made by the Kabbalists of the Safed School, a junction was 
created between the soul of the believer and that of the deceased, 
which then came back to life and the light and could be made to speak; 
one learned things from it, secrets of the Torah—and the same life and 
light entered into the visitor’s soul. The visit itself was called separation, 
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or divorce ( < gerushin ), because the pilgrim separated himself from ties 
to this world and sanctified himself in honor of the Divine Presence 
residing there. The tomb was a place to escape from place. 

“Heaven’s Gate,” the Holy Land of pilgrims, was an essentially subter¬ 
ranean reality. The sepulchers visited were often situated in grottoes— 
and often grottoes that had been emptied of their contents! The revered 
body was generally reputed to have been placed in a second grotto, buried 
and sealed up, situated underneath the open and accessible grotto. A tree 
planted nearby, plunging its roots into the soil, was sometimes a sacred 
tree that it was forbidden to cut down and whose fruits could not be 
picked. Similarly, a spring that flowed nearby was generally credited with 
a particular therapeutic virtue, which was not the case with the “surface” 
waters of Lake Tiberias (the Sea of Galilee), the Jordan, or even the Red 
Sea. Benjamin of Tudela, a great traveler of the twelfth century, evokes 
the existence under Mount Zion of a fabulous cavern containing the re¬ 
mains of the kings of Israel, a scepter, and a crown—a cavern inadver¬ 
tently discovered one day, but since then totally inaccessible. 

What preoccupied the pilgrim, what he sought and could never re¬ 
ally find on the ground he trod, was the essence of the land of Israel, a 
symbolic land, vector of meaning, buried deep in the earth’s entrails, 
nested in the highest firmament. This essence evoked both death (un¬ 
der the earth) and survival (in Heaven)—never the simple life here be¬ 
low, on earth and under the sky. Punctuated by visits to tombs and 
grottoes, the earthly itinerary of the voyager strangely anticipated the 
subterranean itinerary that, according to ancient tradition, the body of 
a Jew buried in the Diaspora would follow in the time of the resurrec¬ 
tion, when the Lord would make him migrate from cavern to cavern 
right to the Holy Land and there give him life again . 50 More a spiritual 
itinerary than a change of locale, the voyage to the land of Israel had a 
virtue in itself that far outstripped its earthly destination: it was prob¬ 
ably for this reason that a Hasidic master like Nahman of Bratslav 
thought he had accomplished his mission as soon as he had set foot on 
the sacred soil and so decided to leave again without delay . 51 

In these circumstances, we should not be surprised that questions 
of pure geography rarely preoccupied Jewish scholars . 52 Medieval 
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commentators were reduced to making conjectures to interpret the 
passages from the Bible and the Talmud that related to the geography 
of the Holy Land; rare were those who, having settled there, could rely 
on their own observations. These questions did not take on a pressing 
quality until they had precise legal implications, which could only be 
the case in die Holy Land itself. We see Galilean rabbis of the sixteenth- 
century revival ask gravely and expertly where the border between the 
land of Israel and Syria (where the rules of the sabbatical year did not 
apply with the same rigor) lay exacdy, and what status to grant certain 
frontier zones of the Holy Land, in view of the obligation to observe 
a second feast day in the Diaspora. 53 But that kind of thing remained 
exceptional. And in the middle of the eighteenth century, Moshe 
Yerushalmi, an Ashkenazi, probably of Polish origin, who had setded 
in Galilee, wrote a description of the Holy Land for pilgrims, which 
he pretended was entirely based on his own voyages, whereas careful 
study of his text shows that he had manifesdy never set foot in Hebron 
or Jerusalem and that, with respect to everything but eastern Galilee, 
his information is uncertain and secondhand—to the point where his 
surname “Hierosolymite” appears to have been usurped. 54 

The first book of general and Palestinian geography to appear in 
Yiddish was the work of a proselyte, Moshe bar Abraham, at the be¬ 
ginning of the eighteenth century. 55 The author relies on two sources, 
one Jewish and Hebraic, the Epistle of the World’s Routes (Iggeret Orhot 
Olam) by Abraham Farissol, written in Ferrara in 1525, and the other 
Christian, the German translation of a Latin work by Petrus Bertius 
published for the first time in 1600. Moshe bar Abraham’s text itself 
contains two parts: one is devoted to diverse legendary Jewish ele¬ 
ments, like the theme of the ten lost tribes, which he borrowed from 
Farissol; the other is a general geography, including a particularly 
elaborate description of the land of Israel. This inhomogeneous mix¬ 
ture of authentic scientific culture of Christian origin, on the one 
hand, and of mythological curiosity of Jewish origin, on the other, is 
highly significant. The legendary geography is Jewish; the positive ge¬ 
ography is Christian. And the evocation of the Holy Land as it was, as 
an objective geographical reality, is entirely drawn from Bertius, only 


Il6 Genealogies 


appearing precisely in the “Christian” part of the book. It is as if, de¬ 
prived of its mythic dimension, Palestine was no longer, or not yet, 
fully part of the Jewish mental universe. 


Nostalgia 

There is a fascinating ambiguity about the ties that exiled Israel knit¬ 
ted over the centuries with its land, and that even the pilgrim’s obser¬ 
vations or the geographer’s descriptive concern could not manage to 
resolve. A short tale by the Nobel Prize-winning Israeli author Shmuel 
Yosef Agnon, a fable drawing on traditional Jewish material, perhaps 
expresses the nature of this ambiguity better than any analysis: 

A sick old man was advised by his doctors to drink goat’s milk. But 
the goat he bought kept disappearing and the searches for her hiding- 
place were fruitless. She would come back by herself, her udder full 
of milk “that was sweeter than honey and whose taste was the taste 
of Eden.” To elucidate this mystery, the son of the old man devised 
a stratagem: he attached a cord to the goat’s tail and as soon as she 
looked about to leave, he grabbed it and followed her. The goat led 
him to the entry of a cave where a long subterranean journey began, 
lasting “for an hour or two, or maybe even a day or two.” At the other 
end of the tunnel, the young man discovered a marvelous country 
that was soon identified for him as the land of Israel. He understood 
that it was because the goat fed there, very near Safed, on plump and 
sweet carobs and because she drank from the fountains of the Holy 
Land that this goat gave such good milk. Seeing men “like angels” 
greeting die Sabbath Queen, the young man decided not to leave for 
home. With the special ink that scribes use to write Torah scrolls, he 
penned a note to his father and slipped it into die goat’s ear, in the 
hope diat his fadier, upon seeing her come back, would caress her 
so she would flick her ears and the note would fall out. The goat did 
indeed go back, but she did not flick her ears and the desperate old 
man was convinced that his son was dead, that some savage beast 
had devoured him en route. In anger, he had the goat slaughtered— 
and only then did the note fall out. Upon reading it, the old man 
discovered new and more serious reasons to lament: he could have 
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gone u in one bound” to the Holy Land, but with the goat dead and 
his guide gone, he was condemned to “suffer out his days in this exile”! 
Since that time, the mouth of the cave has remained hidden and there 
is no longer a shortcut to the land of Israel. And the youth, “if he has 
not died, shall bear fruit in his old age . . . calm and peaceful in the 
Land of the Living.” 56 

Perhaps the sick old man is Israel and the milk that keeps him from 
perishing is the dream, both carnal and ethereal, of a distant land. But 
this land, although it exists, is a dreamland, exiled at the other end of 
time and space, in a time that is not of time and a space that is not of 
space. The people who live there are already angels; only a humble goat 
has retained the instinct, both natural and mysterious, to find its way 
there. The underground voyage that alone leads to it has something 
to do with death and resurrection. And if, meanwhile, access is practi¬ 
cally forbidden, this must have something to do with sin. In the old 
man’s hands—in Israel’s hands—there remains only this note written 
in the ink of the sacred scrolls: the Book that speaks of the land and 
promises it. 

In the modern era, a small part of the Jewish people, as if suddenly 
rejuvenated, would no longer be satisfied with the promise. They would 
try to make a reality of the dream, and make of political and pioneer¬ 
ing activity a “shortcut” leading back at last to the rerootedness so ar¬ 
dently desired. But far from being an abrupt reversal, this newfound 
modernity of the land would continually be nourished by the revital¬ 
ized images of its ancient and medieval eras. Galvanized by invigorat¬ 
ing contact with the ideologies and nationalisms of a seething Europe, 
could the Jewish militants of the new era ever totally exorcise the se¬ 
ductions of the Book, and without it open up for themselves the im¬ 
probable route to an improbable land? 
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As we have seen, during the centuries of dispersal, the meanings of the 
words Zion and exile varied astonishingly, although the two concepts 
remained organically linked. If exile existed, it was in fact because there 
had been a Zion; exile could only be thought of in reference to a lost 
land. Still, both exile and the land of which people spoke had been spir¬ 
itualized; they had largely moved beyond their corresponding political 
and historical realities. Zion appeared to be a metaphysical homeland 
that people carried with them wherever they went. Along this journey, 
religion had served as the glue holding together the dispersed Jewish 
populations. Within this religion, the land of Israel was a kind of found¬ 
ing myth, while Jews for many generations had been profoundly cut 
off from the Palestinian geopolitical entity. Having become so abstract, 
the land could only function as a symbol and so it could not help but 
lose a large part of its emotional charge, at least in the hearts of those 
who began to turn their attention outside the Jewish world. 


“Here” and “There” 

In any case, the complexity of the Jews’ relationship to the land was 
not attenuated with their entry into modernity, the most striking con¬ 
sequences of which would eventually be emancipation—and its corol¬ 
lary, integration. Rather, that relationship took on new meanings in 
addition to the existing ones. 

For the seventeenth-century philosopher Baruch Spinoza, who was 
of Marrano origin, and then for Moses Mendelssohn, the eighteenth- 
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century father in Berlin of the Jewish Enlightenment known as the 
Haskalah, both of whom are hailed as founders of modern Jewish 
thought, the land of Israel played a peripheral role. 1 For Spinoza, Israel’s 
election had disappeared when it stopped exercising sovereignty over its 
territory. The land of Israel was not the object of particular care on the 
part of the Creator, and no specific holiness was attached to it. This be¬ 
ing so, and understanding the mutability of things human and suppos¬ 
ing that their religious principles might cease to soften their hearts, 
Spinoza admitted readily that an opportunity could arise for Jews to 
reestablish their empire. 2 Spinoza, and after him Mendelssohn, who ad¬ 
vocated that the Jews leave the ghetto, transformed them into a nation 
among others. Among the latter’s disciples, the idea of a symbolic Jeru¬ 
salem, image of redemption, soon led to the notion of Israel’s mission 
among the Gentiles. This tendency took shape in eighteenth-century 
Jewish thought, and it would prevail for almost two centuries—at least 
in the West. The French Revolution, which made Jews citizens in 1790- 
91, and then the Napoleonic Wars, which extended Jewish emancipa¬ 
tion to other European countries, gave this idea a new legitimacy. 

The intellectual and cultural movements born in the wake of this 
dynamic advanced the universalism of Israel’s mission. Such was the 
case among Reform Jews in nineteenth-century Germany, who strove 
to give the Jewish religion as acceptable an image as possible to the 
non-Jews around them, a “civilized” image, adapted to the modernity 
that Judaism was adopting in its desire to obtain the legal emancipa¬ 
tion that was still beyond its reach—despite the integration that was 
occurring. The prayer books of Berlin services at the beginning of the 
century modified or omitted passages that called upon God to gather 
together the people of Israel and to restore them to their own soil . 3 
The Reform Jews neither hoped nor wished for a return to Jerusalem 
to reconstruct the Temple. The beginning of the Reform movement in 
the United States, inspired by the German model, was equally marked 
by this tendency to suppress references to a return to Zion. But it would 
be the German Reform Jews who would go farthest in this direction, 
investing all their hopes in an emancipation within their adopted coun¬ 
tries. Even for German neo-Orthodoxy, a current generally opposed 
to Jewish Reform, aiming to reconcile rigorous observance of the laws 
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and customs of rabbinic Judaism with the requirements of modern so¬ 
ciety, the independence of Israel on its land in the ancient period did 
not play a prime role. This was a fundamental shift away from the tra¬ 
ditional vision that associated the abstract symbol with an earthly lo¬ 
cale that was always present, if distant. 

These thinkers and movements finally detached the present and fu¬ 
ture of Jews from any tie with the land of Israel and eliminated any 
dream of a future restoration of a Jewish state: they effectively deterri- 
torialized the symbol. The messianic hopes were transferred to Euro¬ 
pean soil, and therein lay the principal novelty. The Judaism of central 
Europe played an important role in the conceptualization of this un¬ 
precedented phase in the history of the Jews’ relationship to Zion. Per¬ 
haps it was because integration had preceded legal emancipation there, 
leading its proponents to demonstrate a certain zeal for universalism. 
In any case, the price of successful integration demanded a detachment 
from the land of Israel: the country of adoption had to be established 
to be a New Jerusalem. In certain non-Jewish milieux, the attachment 
of Jews to the land of Israel was perceived as in contradiction with the 
rising tendency for them to fuse with the surrounding society. This 
was true also in France, but in central Europe, Jews still had to merit 
the full citizenship to which they aspired. 

While nineteenth-century Reform thinkers like Abraham Geiger, the 
neo-Orthodox Samson Raphael Hirsch, and Nahman Krochmal, the 
master of the eastern European Jewish Enlightenment, each in his own 
way made himself a spokesman of this break with tradition, other and 
more subtle voices continued to make themselves heard in that region. 
Among these was that of the historian Heinrich Graetz, an eminent rep¬ 
resentative of the “science of Judaism” developed in German-speaking 
countries . 4 While the Jewish reformers in Mendelssohn’s sphere of 
influence did their utmost to deny the political nature of Judaism in 
order not to be accused of constituting a state within a state, Graetz 
clearly affirmed the contrary and insisted on Judaism’s political and 
geographical dimensions. In his eyes, “the Torah, the Israelite nation 
and the Holy Land are interconnected by an almost magical relation, 
they are indissolubly united by an indestructible link .” 5 The Jewish 
people had developed their identity in the desert before their entry 
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into the land of Israel, and they had to do the same after their dispersal, 
to preserve their integrity outside the mother country through faith in 
a messianic future. Between the historic past and the future redemp¬ 
tion on ancestral soil, there was exile, during which Israel experienced 
an intense life that filled the territorial void. For Graetz, Judaism was 
indeed inseparable from the land of Israel, even though he sought to 
legitimize Jewish life within the European political and social order. 
On this point, he situated himself somewhere between Orthodox and 
Reform Jews, and by making political sovereignty the essence of Ju¬ 
daism, he undeniably opened the way to Jewish nationalist considera¬ 
tions, which borrowed a great deal from the various European nation¬ 
alisms being deployed at that time. 

Like the German Jews, the French Jews, including the most conser¬ 
vative of them, did not consider themselves to be in exile and felt little 
nostalgia for Jerusalem. They saw themselves as a religion, not a people, 
and Zion was for them no more da an a fragment of historical memory. 
They, too, believed in Israel’s mission in the Diaspora. The loss of Alsace 
and Lorraine to Germany in 1871, the rise of anti-Semitism (of which the 
anti-republican extreme right became the champion), and finally French 
Jews’ attachment to the values of liberty, equality, and fraternity all dis¬ 
posed them to adhere to the republican regime. For them, the French 
Revolution had realized Judaism’s grand ideals of justice and progress, 
and the French Republic was pursuing its work by constructing a soci¬ 
ety founded upon these same ideals. Thus between republican France 
and the Jews, there was not only a common interest but also a common 
identity. The Jewish Orientalist James Darmesteter theorized this syn¬ 
thesis of Jewish, progressive, and French values. Beginning with eman¬ 
cipation’s first generation, a few voices like those of Alexandre Weill and 
Joseph Salvador had already expressed themselves in favor of a more or 
less similar combination. This Franco-Judaism presided over a shift from 
the term Juif to Israelite , leading to the (at least apparent) abandonment 
of the notion of a Jewish people—specifically, of a collective culture and 
identity going beyond the framework of religious rites and beliefs. 

In America, Simon Wolf, the leader of B’nai Brith, 6 declared in 1888 
that the United States was “our Home, our Palestine” and added that 
“we have no other ambition than to prosper in this land of our adop- 
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tion to whose growth—material, social, and intellectual—we have con¬ 
tributed our share .” 7 Hence religion was what defined the Jew, to such 
an extent that Wolf preferred that people call him a Jew rather than a 
Hebrew or Israelite, two terms that seemed for him to have a tribal con¬ 
notation. As we have just seen, Israelite was the term favored by Wolf’s 
French counterparts because it was perceived as having no pejorative 
connotation or national significance. The diversity of preferred termi¬ 
nologies does not, however, detract from the unity of inspiration that 
presided over their development. When the religious dimension did 
prevail, other Jews of a liberal tendency had no difficulty stressing the 
universal character of Judaism’s message as valid for all of humanity 
and not just as reserved for a separatist sect. Therefore, within this frame¬ 
work there was no conflict whatsoever between confessional member¬ 
ship and acculturation. Even after the foundation of French political 
Zionism, Gustave Kahn, writing in the columns of the Soir newspaper 
in Brussels, offered a socialist and universalist echo of Wolf’s declara¬ 
tions: “the new Jerusalem will be the whole realm, the whole socialist 
realm .” 8 For a thinker like Hermann Cohen, the “Promised Land” was 
the moral world as it was deployed through history; in the eyes of Franz 
Rosenzweig, any reterritorialization of the Jewish people—who were a 
“people of the world”—would be a regression. The land of Israel, in be¬ 
ing disconnected from reality, melded into something universal. 

Consequently, these personalities thought the Jewish question must 
be resolved in the Diaspora and neither in Palestine nor in any country 
reserved for Jews alone. As between “here” and “there,” certain circles 
clearly preferred “here.” Yiddish had a word to name this choice —doikeyt 
or “being here,” in contrast to the “being there” of the Zionists and Jew¬ 
ish territorial nationalists. “Being here” expressed a solid attachment to 
the lands where Jews actually lived and a ferocious opposition to their 
being transferred to a specifically Jewish territory; on the other hand, 
doikeyt did not imply any basic hostility to emigration. At this same pe¬ 
riod, Jews were eager to proclaim the depth and antiquity of their roots 
in their adopted countries. Liberal Jews and their associations advocat¬ 
ing the Russification or Polonization of their co-religionists had con¬ 
fidence in the present and the future of the Diaspora. However, they 
did not demand total fusion with the surrounding society, meaning a 
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renunciation of any Jewish identity; rather, their credo was integra¬ 
tion. The heroes they hailed when they looked back over the Jewish 
past were neither kings nor warriors but the prophets, whose univer- 
salist message might permit the linking of historic Judaism and Chris¬ 
tianity. Such liberals tried at all costs to find spiritual and historical 
affinities with the host populations that would be sufficiently strong; 
this was compounded by a patriotic fervor that did not tire of pro¬ 
claiming the names of Jews who had died on the field of honor for the 
greater glory of their adopted countries. 

While these patriots sought the solution to the Jewish question in 
integration, the diasporic nationalists turned their hopes in a different 
direction. Whereas for the former, being Jewish amounted to simple 
confessional membership, the latter put the nation to the fore. These 
two currents of modern times developed within quite different con¬ 
texts. Diasporic nationalism was born within the eastern European 
context, while Jewish patriotism took root in societies where Jews were 
already emancipated, or at least integrated. Diasporic nationalists or 
autonomists believed in the possibility of the Jewish nation prospering 
in the Diaspora lands, so it was not necessary to reassemble the nation 
and transfer it to a specific place. They hoped to get the governments 
of the host countries to grant civic equality to the Jews as individuals, 
and simultaneously to recognize them as a national minority, possess¬ 
ing legally defined rights, especially in the cultural realm—which might 
entail, for example, the financing of Yiddish schools by the state. Their 
claims exceeded demands for emancipation and integration, and in fact 
testified to the impossibility of realizing such demands in the countries 
concerned. The Socialist Bund 9 and the “Folkists” a small nationalist 
and autonomist party, defended comparable positions on this issue. 
The Bund called for a cultural autonomy founded on the Yiddish lan¬ 
guage and demanded that the Jewish community have the right to live 
as a national minority. The historian Simon Dubnov, considered the 
founding father of diasporic nationalism, insisted in his writings on the 
autonomy that the Jews had actually enjoyed in the Diaspora in the 
postbiblical period; theirs was a legally recognized autonomy, as wit¬ 
nessed by the existence in eastern Europe of institutions like the Coun¬ 
cil of Four Lands in Poland and the Council of Lithuania. In the six- 
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teenth and seventeenth centuries, this self-government, Dubnov ex¬ 
plained, had allowed Polish Jews to create their own national culture. 
Such arguments led Jewish nationalists to want to collaborate with 
other European nationalities who were deprived of power in order to 
create a multinational environment in eastern Europe able to allow all 
these groups, including the Jews, to develop their specific cultures as 
they had in the past. This optimistic vision would last into the 1930s 
among the defenders of a Jewish future in the Diaspora. 

Again in eastern Europe, the movement of Jewish Enlightenment 
that had begun in Germany enjoyed a new upsurge in the nineteenth 
century. Contrary to the various currents mentioned up to this point, 
the eastern European Haskalah saw cultural emancipation as a pre¬ 
liminary step toward political emancipation, and its writings gave a 
larger place to Zion, if only by means of a return to scriptural literary 
models. But the Zion of these writers was an idea, a legend, and an il¬ 
lusion, still quite removed from the real land of Israel. 10 For them, the 
land was still—and above all—the Book, an image, nourished by cen¬ 
turies of religious tradition, given weight only by the tirelessly revis¬ 
ited Book itself. For the integrationists, as for the diasporic nation¬ 
alists, Palestine was essentially a memory—a memory threatened by 
forgetting, a memory with no return. 

This memory without return was also that of Orthodox Jews, even 
if they appeared to have little in common with all the varieties of “new 
Jews” who had appeared in western and eastern Europe, born thanks 
to a political breakthrough or else aspiring to achieve one. Their mem¬ 
ory of the Promised Land was inhabited by the continuity between an 
idealized past and a messianic future, itself understood as the restora¬ 
tion of Jewish sovereignty. For the Orthodox, Jews were a priori a re¬ 
ligious nation, God’s People, and to quote a phrase that was current 
in Yiddish, they defined themselves primarily as toyre tmye —“faithful 
to the Torah.” Their ingathering in the land of Israel was not to be 
achieved without divine intervention, because it did not depend on hu¬ 
man will alone. For the Orthodox, the period in Diaspora was not as 
a rule an end in itself, as could be the case for the integrationists and 
diasporic nationalists, but rather a preliminary stage—though of un¬ 
predictable duration. It was considered an exile, a punishment for sins 
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committed, and at the same time it was the framework for the realiza¬ 
tion of the Jews’ spiritual mission as the chosen people. Human efforts 
to put an end to it were futile, if not outrageous. Consequently, we 
may understand the negative reactions that the Jewish national renais¬ 
sance would later provoke in these circles. But at that time, Orthodoxy 
was not monolithic and embraced various positions on both emanci¬ 
pation and Zionism. 

During this nineteenth century in full effervescence, in whichever 
milieu one looks, Jewish understanding of the land always appears en¬ 
gaged with an idealized past, a symbolic present, and a messianic fu¬ 
ture. The literature produced by the Haskalah in eastern Europe shows 
all the traits of a mythic land whose seductive power was perhaps all 
the more irresistible because Jews were cut off, not only from the an¬ 
cestral land, but also from any cultivated land. But perhaps it would 
be excessive to generalize, for here and there were some exceptions to 
this uprootedness, which was caused by the restrictions that had long 
circumscribed Jewish life in Christian lands. In the Muslim world, 
moreover, the relationship between Jews and the soil of their places of 
residence was less abstract. However, as a general rule, to possess the 
land and to belong to it were not what characterized the existential 
condition of the Diaspora Jew. This alienated relation to the land was 
even one of the criticisms leveled against the Jew, who was as much 
alienated from his historic land, now transformed into a “unifying” 
memory, as he was from a land he could not acquire or cultivate. He 
suffered a double alienation, of a land to reinforce a mythic relation¬ 
ship with any land whatsoever. 

One of the characteristics of the movement of Jewish Enlightenment 
as it evolved was its didactic insistence on the development and self¬ 
liberation of the Jew as a new man, as a humanist conscious of his emo¬ 
tions, a friend of reason and intelligence, of art and nature, by which 
he clearly distinguished himself from the Jew of the ghetto . 11 Many 
representatives of this Enlightenment shared an idealized vision, not 
only of mankind, but also of nature. The Arcadian literature of six¬ 
teenth- and seventeenth-century Europe served as their inspiration . 12 
Transferred to Hebrew poetry and drama, with their eternal moun¬ 
tains, dwellings covered with foliage, and flocks and shepherds, this kind 
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of nature, while serving as a literary convention, also to some extent 
replaced a lost Orthodoxy. It introduced a radical novelty when com¬ 
pared to the religious literature that still dominated the culture of 
Jewish communities. Nature and landscape insinuated trouble and 
subversion into a literary tradition that until then had centered on the 
text, which they now opened up to the outside world—but to an imag¬ 
inary one. 

It was this nature and landscape that Jewish writers of eastern Eu¬ 
rope would use to promote an ideal of renewal within the land of Is¬ 
rael, which was itself subversive in the context of that time, dominated 
as it was by the integrationist credo. This ideal, however, was quite re¬ 
moved from any kind of pragmatism. The authors were not yet in a 
position to offer their readers realistic natural settings. At the most, 
they created a historical background for their plots by using their 
imaginations. The land they described had nothing to do with mod¬ 
ern Palestine, with the Zionist philosophy, which was in gestation at 
the time, or with any kind of religious fervor. Geographic and topo¬ 
graphic facts played only a minor role; their vision of the land of Is¬ 
rael depended principally on biblical evocations. But the flora, fauna, 
and landscapes of Scripture are embarrassingly poor, and so the ab¬ 
sence of pictorial description of Palestine was compensated for by a 
pastoral evocation of nature. These writers told about a land that was 
born of an encounter between biblical tradition and western Euro¬ 
pean Arcadian literature. This combination was close to the European 
conception of Judaism at that time. An “acculturated” land was pro¬ 
jected onto the land of Israel, an abstract and unseen land that ex¬ 
pressed nostalgia for the glories of a national past freed from the chains 
of oppression and constraint. 

These preoccupations found their best expression in Abraham Mapu’s 
lyrical novel Ahavat Tsiyon (Love of Zion), which appeared in 1853, a 
pastoral idyll inspired linguistically and topographically by the Bible and 
written in a romantic vein. It was the first Hebrew novel in which the 
author projected himself into a biblical landscape. Mapu was influenced 
by French writings of the eighteenth century and by the works of his 
contemporary Eugene Sue. Mapu’s land of Israel was the result of this 
mixture, a land idealized by the Bible and reidealized by the European 
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pastoral tradition. Friedrich von Schiller and others helped Hebrew 
writers in this transposition; their evocations of the Holy Land drew 
on the “Hebrew Melodies” of Lord Byron and the works of the French 
writers Chateaubriand and Lamartine, as well as on Fleinrich Heine, 
Walter Scott, and William Blake. The romantic wave that dominated 
the literature of the Jewish Enlightenment reached its height in the 
work of Micah Joseph Lebensohn. In his Shirei Bat Tsiyon (Songs of 
Zion’s Daughter [1851]), Jerusalem finds itself located on the banks of 
the Jordan and combines all the attributes of the Floly Land—cedars, 
olive groves, fig trees, vineyards, and milk and honey—along with all 
the elements of the pastoral—trees, flowers, bubbling brooks, and eter¬ 
nal springtime. In Shelomo ve-Kohelet (Solomon and Kohelet), a two- 
part poem that appears in the same collection, everything occurs in 
the spring as Solomon falls in love with a shepherdess. Place-names 
are directly taken from the Bible (Lebanon, Gilead, Carmel). But traits 
of the European environment are projected onto the land of Israel. 
Lebensohn could thus evoke the snowy landscape of his Lithuania, a 
rather rare backdrop in Scripture, and describe valleys covered with 
snow in Lebanon! Later, in the pioneering literature written on the 
spot in Palestine by ardent Zionists, one finds the same borrowing of 
elements from the European landscapes of their childhood or youth— 
as if one could never totally return to the land of Israel, or as if one 
could only come back there with the ballast of a little of the soil one had 
left. 

In fact, when the Haskalah evoked Judean shepherds, peasants, or 
soldiers living in close harmony with nature, it was less in order to ex¬ 
alt the land of Israel than to promote a reform of the Jewish man and 
of the social structure of communities, reforms that it hoped to see ac¬ 
complished precisely in the Diaspora. 13 A physical return to Palestine 
had not been on the Jewish agenda for centuries, and the number of 
Jews who actually lived there was not very large. The occasional im¬ 
migrants tended to be religious and so headed for the four holy cities 
of Jerusalem, Hebron, Safed, and Tiberias, seeking to end their days 
in study and prayer. They formed the core of the old Yishuv, 14 made 
up mostly of Ashkenazim, when the first pioneers landed in Palestine. 
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The Christian Rediscovery of Palestine 

While such a prospect was still far from the top preoccupation of 
those involved, the idea of a massive return of the Jews to Palestine 
did make headway in certain Christian circles. In fact, it had begun to 
take shape after the sixteenth century among Protestants in England. 15 
The Reformation in that country, from which the Jews had been ex¬ 
pelled in 1290, fostered a renewal of interest in the Jewish people. The 
translation of the Scriptures into the vernacular had strongly influ¬ 
enced the minds of English Protestants, including their attitudes toward 
Jews and their possible return to the Holy Land. The place of the 
Bible in Elizabethan and Jacobean England lay behind a renewal of 
Christian eschatological thought, which until then had generally ig¬ 
nored the possibility of a national Jewish restoration. From now on, 
the idea of the Jews returning to Palestine as a preliminary stage to the 
Second Coming, and their conversion to Christianity, began to play a 
dominant role in prophetic interpretations and predictions. Until the 
1640s, such a prospect was envisaged only by isolated individuals, but 
soon a whole millenarian current began that affected English attitudes 
toward Jews and went so far as to demand the rescinding of the 1290 
act of expulsion and their readmission to the country. In the first half 
of the nineteenth century, the Evangelical renaissance, especially among 
Protestants, itself took a millenarian turn, advocating a regrouping of 
the Jews in Palestine—and their conversion. In 1840, the Foreign Sec¬ 
retary, Lord Palmerston, suggested that the establishment of Jews in 
the Holy Land should be encouraged as a strategy for sustaining the 
Ottoman Empire. This agitation resulted in the creation of missions 
like the London Society for Promoting Christianity Among the Jews, 
founded in 1808 and very active throughout the century. 

In the United States, New England was also touched by millenarian- 
ism. In the 1820s and 1830s, Joseph Smith, founder of the Church of Je¬ 
sus Christ of the Latter Day Saints (the Mormons), took a certain inter¬ 
est in the Jews. He sanctified America as the Promised Land of Joseph’s 
descendants, while Palestine was still the land promised to Judah’s de¬ 
scendants (meaning the Jews), and announced the latter’s forthcoming 
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return to their ancestral land, as well as their conversion to Christianity. 
In 1840, Orson Hyde, a Mormon who belonged to the church hier¬ 
archy, undertook a mission to Jewish communities in western Europe 
and Palestine. 16 He preached the reunion of the Jews and the recon¬ 
struction of Jerusalem, reaffirming Mormon doctrine on these points. 
But, by upholding the principle of Israel’s autonomy and by lending 
his support to Jewish hopes of an end to exile, he distinguished him¬ 
self from other missionaries who were little inclined to make room for 
the political sovereignty of an Israel that had no organic relation with 
the Church. This example, among others, well manifests the ambiva¬ 
lence and complexity of the attitudes of American millenarians toward 
the Jews. They did accept, in general, that the restoration of a Jewish 
state in the Holy Land was a necessary stage in the accomplishment of 
the final days. But we should not suppose from this that they were au¬ 
tomatically concerned, as a consequence, to contribute actively to the 
advancement of the Zionist cause on a political and economic level. 

Except for the activity of William E. Blackstone, any millenarian sup¬ 
port for the Zionist movement was generally passive. Any accomplish¬ 
ments by Zionism always had an instrumental value in their eyes, and 
this position did not vary until recently. The first waves of Jewish im¬ 
migration into Palestine in the nineteenth century and the creation of 
the first farm colonies were interpreted as a sign that the Jews were 
preparing for the role they would play at the end of time, as well as a 
sign of Jesus’ impending Second Coming. Even today, millenarians in¬ 
terpret the birth of the state of Israel and its military victories, as well 
as its territorial expansion, in this light. They see events in the Middle 
East as confirmation of the idea that history advances in line with their 
understanding of God’s plans for humanity. But while support for 
Zionism was formerly passive, in our day, it is quite active; in the 1970s 
and 1980s, the contemporary heirs of the millenarian tradition did not 
hesitate to use their influence on American politics to defend the cause 
of the Jewish state. 

In the eyes of American millenarians, the emigration of Jews to Pal¬ 
estine was the realization of biblical prophecies. In certain cases, they 
went so far as to promote Jewish settlement of the Holy Land. In 1891, 
a petition signed by 413 eminent Americans demanded that measures 
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be taken for the return of Jews to Palestine. It was William E. Black- 
stone who took the initiative in what became known as the Blackstone 
Memorandum. His efforts in favor of the establishment of a Jewish 
state preceded the appearance of political Zionism: it was five years be¬ 
fore the publication of Theodor Herzl’s Der Judenstaat: Versuch einer 
modernen Losung der Judenfrage (The Jewish State: An Attempt at a 
Modern Solution of the Jewish Question) and six years before Herzl 
assembled the first Zionist congress. Herzl’s and Blackstone’s proposals 
were quite similar. Both envisaged millions of Jews moving to and set¬ 
tling in Palestine and creating a state. And neither of them took into 
account the presence of Arabs in the country. However, an essential 
nuance separated them: whereas Herzl thought a return to Palestine 
was a solution to the Jewish question, Blackstone envisaged it as a 
step toward the Second Coming. His project had no direct influence 
on Herzl’s, but American Zionists reacted quite positively to it, whereas 
Jews advocating acculturation in the places where they were actually liv¬ 
ing showed themselves hostile to it. Blackstone’s initiative had no effect. 
In 1916, he prepared a second memorandum with a view to convert¬ 
ing President Woodrow Wilson to the idea of a Jewish homeland in 
Palestine. This memorandum, which saw Zionism merely as a tool in 
the realization of Divine plans, was never officially presented to the 
president, however, because American Zionists were opposed to it. 

These millenarian expectations led various groups of Americans, 
Germans, and Swedes to settle in Palestine, where they hoped to wit¬ 
ness the Second Coming. As with Blackstone in the United States, 
Britons like Lord Shaftsbury, Lawrence Oliphant, and others lent 
their enthusiastic support to the renaissance of the Holy Land. Re¬ 
inforced by romanticism, the millenarianism then in vogue among 
Protestants fostered, in wider circles, renewed interest in and sympa¬ 
thy for, not only the Jewish past, but also Jewish colonization of Pal¬ 
estine. Thus the French novelist Alexandre Dumas fils , in La Femme de 
Claude (1873), and the English writer George Eliot, in Daniel Deronda 
(1876), argued for an assembling of Jews in the Holy Land. Eliot’s 
novel, notably, describes the itinerary of a Jewish character, Mordecai, 
who wants his people freed from oppression by means of a return to 
the ancestral soil. He leaves his Christian friends and England and 
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heads east . 17 In the Christian as in the Jewish world, though, it was es¬ 
sentially as a symbol invested with the authority conferred on it by the 
Book, and weighted with a strong emotional charge, that the Holy 
Land occupied people’s minds. 

Certain political developments also contributed to bring the Holy 
Land back concretely into Europe’s field of vision. Napoleon Bona¬ 
parte’s expedition in February 1799, for example, was the first time 
since the Crusades that a Western army had ventured into this region . 18 
The event was of a nature and sufficient scale to stimulate European 
minds. A manifesto published under the future emperor’s name ex¬ 
horted the Jews to come to Palestine to take possession of their patri¬ 
mony . 19 This apocryphal document stressed their rights to this heri¬ 
tage, unjustly denied for thousands of years, and evoked the possibility 
of a renewal of the Jews’ political existence as a nation among nations. 
Even if the authenticity of this manifesto is questionable, the ideas 
that it contributed to propagating had begun to make headway. It 
articulated two aspects of the territorial principle that were not al¬ 
ways compatible: political sovereignty and historical rights. When the 
viceroy of Egypt, Mehemet Ali, laid claim to Ottoman Syria in the 
1830s, Palestine, which was administratively part of it, was once again 
in the news, within the framework of the famous (and no less embar¬ 
rassing) Middle East Question. The digging of the Suez Canal after 
1859 also contributed to this. Starting in the 1840s, the Europeans 
opened consulates in Jerusalem and extended their power by presid¬ 
ing over a set of religious, philanthropic, and scientific institutions 
and over a network of schools. France, for its part, continued to posi¬ 
tion itself as protector of Eastern Catholic peoples. This European in¬ 
terventionism created the conditions for a modernization of local 
Christian colonies, while stimulating the competition among, and aid 
to, the Jews of Palestine. 

In the wake of the Orientalist wave sweeping through thought and 
culture at the time, romantic Europe was pleased to evoke an impal¬ 
pable Palestine, a Holy Land situated beyond time and space . 20 But 
in the same era, the practice of pilgrimage was developing; progress 
in transportation, by land and sea, encouraged tourism. A whole lit¬ 
erature was born in the wake of this fascination. For the nineteenth 
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century, Palestine was a unique land because it was the land of the 
Bible. And it was as readers of the Bible that European thinkers gradu¬ 
ally became familiar with the idea that this region was also a physical 
entity. Whenever it was actually visited, the Holy Land was still viewed 
through the prism of the Book. Most of the travelers who went there 
were familiar with Scripture; they were not only in search of a holy 
atmosphere, they also sought the sites they had heard of or whose 
names they knew from their reading. Biblical events, characters, and 
sites already populated their memories. The nineteenth century also 
saw a proliferation of studies, dictionaries, atlases, and articles, both 
popular and scientific, that were devoted to these questions and were 
widely disseminated in the Western world. The birth and develop¬ 
ment of biblical criticism contributed greatly to augmenting this in¬ 
terest. Bibles illustrated with drawings, maps, and sketches of ethnic 
types and architectural styles were published. For travelers, Palestinian 
Arab society and its way of life evoked the biblical period. Western 
artists ventured into the region, drawing holy sites and biblical land¬ 
scapes, thus making them accessible to their compatriots. 

In travelers’ eyes, Palestine was not only a divine and ethereal real¬ 
ity, but also an ancient historic land, an integral part of the Middle 
East, even if it played in their imaginations a minor role compared 
with metropolises like Constantinople, Baghdad, or Cairo. However, 
it was perceived as a devastated, desolate, and undeveloped land, 
offering a striking contrast with its glorious past. Until the nineteenth 
century, there was scarcely even a reliable map of the region, and the 
exact locations and altitudes of sites were unknown. Many were not 
even identifiable. As for Palestinian fauna and flora, they were outside 
the field of knowledge, as some parts of the region had not been vis¬ 
ited for centuries by Westerners. From this standpoint, the nineteenth 
century was indeed one of rediscovery. Thus the first scientific works 
on Palestine were published by Ulrich Jasper Seetzen and Johann 
Ludwig Burchardt, for example. The Palestine Exploration Fund was 
created in London in 1865, and other societies of the same kind were 
born in the United States, in Germany, and in Russia, while in France, 
the Orientalist Charles Clermont-Ganneau became famous for this 
kind of activity. Palestine was also an inseparable element of the exotic 
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Orient, then in fashion. Painters and photographers were fascinated 
by it. But paintings were already more realistic that those of the sev¬ 
enteenth century, and the photographs complemented and corrected 
the current image of the region. 

This polymorphous curiosity and the non-Jewish literature it in¬ 
spired gave rise to the representations of the Holy Land that were cur¬ 
rent in the nineteenth century. 21 Writers, travelers, and scientists who 
visited it compiled a great quantity of material. Pilgrims from England, 
Germany, France, and the United States, as well as researchers, circu¬ 
lated varied and detailed information in Europe. 22 The romantic cur¬ 
rents in literature and art, as well as historical and archaeological research, 
gave these materials quite an exotic charm, and this flow of information 
also reached Jewish readers, who no longer had to depend on Hebrew 
or Yiddish literature in order to encounter the realities of Palestine. 
However, Jewish travelers to Palestine remained few. The rare accounts 
of voyages written by Jews of European background appeared in the 
1840s, as did the Journal of Lady Judith Montefiore. Moreover, Euro¬ 
pean literature devoted to the Holy Land was not exempt from precon¬ 
ceived ideas; in England, France, and Germany, literary traditions and 
Christian ideologies heavily influenced it. Few took account of the real 
problems of the local communities or were interested in aspects of re¬ 
ality that clashed with their expectations or their beliefs. The primary 
book, the Bible, was overlaid with other books, writings, and readings 
that contributed to make the land of Israel both more distant and closer 
to the Jews. One was still in the realm of myth, but a myth renewed by 
geographical discovery 7 and enriched by the gaze of the Other. 

This gaze was that of a sovereign Europe, increasingly dominant in 
the Ottoman Empire. Palestine, an integral part of this coveted empire, 
was no longer just the Holy Land of previous centuries; it had its place 
in the strategic plans of the world’s powers and European political strat¬ 
egy. At the end of the 1830s, it already appeared as a place of conver¬ 
gence for various settlement programs. The millenarian reawakening in 
certain circles, especially in England, and the hopes for change that ag¬ 
itated the world in the 1840s were combined with political vicissitudes 
relating to the Middle East Question. Echoes of both the religious re¬ 
vival and those events were heard and absorbed by traditional Jewish 
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society, as well as by Jews who were largely acculturated to the non- 
Jewish environment. The revival of European interest in the Holy 
Land could not help but contribute to the renewal of the Jews’ at¬ 
tachment to the land of Israel, even when some of them were on their 
way to blending into non-Jewish societies. Reacting directly to the 
settlement plans launched by Christian circles in the Holy Land or in¬ 
ternalizing the European image of a Jewish Palestine (an image largely 
dependent on the revival of nationalism from the end of the 1830s to 
die 1880s), some Western Jews manifested their concern for the fate of 
this distant country in concrete ways. In the 1840s, the British philan- 
diropist Moses Montefiore was so influenced by millenarian initiatives 
diat he went to meet their promoters . 23 His own project for settlement 
was not far removed from those of some Christian dreamers. Starting 
in 1827, he made seven trips to Palestine, the diird (in 1849) in the com¬ 
pany of the English millenarian George Gawler. In the 1850s and 1870s, 
his path once again crossed that of millenarians who wanted to create 
agrarian colonies in the Holy Land. 


Palestine Revisited by the Jews 

The impact of nationalist effervescence in Europe is clearly felt in the 
works of the German Jewish socialist Moses Hess, for whom the spir¬ 
itual renaissance of Judaism could only take place in the land of Israel. 
Early on, therefore, he advocated agrarian settlement on a large scale 
and the creation of a socialist state in Palestine. His 1862 book Rom 
undJerusalem: Die letzte Nationalitatsfrage (Rome and Jerusalem: The 
Last Nationalist Question) was the first writing by a Jew to treat the 
Jewish question as a national issue in secular terms. He claimed that 
to escape persecution, Jews had to put an end to exile. Even if he had 
the vision of a redeemed and rehabilitated Judaism, the messianic 
hope of someone like Hess clearly drew its dynamic from the awaken¬ 
ing European nationalisms. Of course, he was not the first to see the 
assembly of Jews on a single territory as a possible solution to the Jew¬ 
ish problem. Projects of this kind date back to the eighteenth century. 
But the first defenders of the territorial principle did not always grant 
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a very clear place to Palestine within this framework. In giving them a 
designated homeland, Hess reintroduced into humanity’s historical 
movement a people who had been a priori deprived of national at¬ 
tributes such as a common language or territory. This repoliticization 
of the Jewish people did not necessarily imply a desymbolization or 
demythification of the land of Israel. On the contrary, Hess reinserted 
the land into the general context of nationalist Europe, keeping its 
symbolic dimension and its emotional charge—both of which the re¬ 
ligious pre-Zionists, his contemporaries, would associate with their 
idea of n ati onal unity. 

In fact, traditionalist circles were not ignorant of this rise of Euro¬ 
pean nationalisms. Some of them had already interpreted the progress 
of emancipation as a herald of messianic redemption; for them, this 
emancipation was making possible, with the consent and help of the 
more generous world powers, an unexpected tightening of Israel’s ties 
with her land. Thanks to their measures to improve the status of Jews, 
the Ottoman sultan and the Russian tsar were sometimes perceived as 
redeemers of Israel. The Damascus Affair of 1840, a blood libel like so 
many others in the Ottoman Empire in this era, mobilized the Euro¬ 
pean Jewish elite and led to the foundation of institutionalized mod¬ 
ern Jewish solidarity. This elite thereby manifested an attachment (more 
than strictly speaking “confessional”) to its Jewish identity, and was in 
turn itself later credited with a redemptive dimension. In this opti¬ 
mistic climate, certain Orthodox groups, though still a minority, were 
no longer content to wait passively for divine intervention to accom¬ 
plish salvation; they accepted the idea of human action in order to has¬ 
ten it. 

In Prussia in 1832, Rabbi Zevi Hirsch Kalisher declared that the re¬ 
demption of Zion would begin with action by die Jewish people and 
that the messianic miracle would then follow. And in his publications 
between 1839 and 1843, the Bosnian Judah Alkalai raised the urgency for 
the Jews of returning to Palestine, proclaiming that “the final and super¬ 
natural redemption to be brought about by the Messiah must be pre¬ 
ceded by the physical return of the Jews to Zion ” 24 Kalisher, Alkalai, 
Elijah Guttmacher (a partisan of the same solution), and others who are 


The Rediscovered Land 139 


less well known were all imbued with traditional messianic values, but 
they considered the emancipation of the Jews to be an initial phase in a 
process of redemption that was already under way . 25 They drew on the 
sources of Jewish tradition but took into account the political expe¬ 
riences, both Jewish and non-Jewish, of their time. The settlement of 
Jews in Palestine was to them indispensable to the unfolding of the 
messianic project, and any human initiative like that of philanthropists 
such as the Rothschilds or of organizations such as the Alliance israelite 
universelle was liable to hasten the outcome . 26 In 1836, Kalisher handed 
the Rothschilds a proposal to buy land in Palestine, and in 1862, he 
wrote to them about the necessity of Jewish agrarian colonization of 
the Holy Land. In 1840, Alkalai suggested the creation of a fund to 
finance the acquisition of land in Palestine to settle the Jews, which 
would call upon gifts from Jewish philanthropists like the Rothschilds, 
the Montefiores, and others. Some years later, in 1857, he defended the 
idea of the establishment of a Jewish state. 

However, the national Jewish consciousness that developed in cer¬ 
tain milieux, both religious and secular, was far from a dominant ten¬ 
dency in the Jewish world. It was situated on the margins of the gen¬ 
eral dynamic that prevailed in the West at the time. And it was not an 
accident that most of the Orthodox apostles of the return came from 
regions that were geographically peripheral to western Europe, be¬ 
tween East and West, between tradition and modernity. Like Moses 
Hess, a secular pre-Zionist, these rabbis would only be rediscovered 
by the Zionists as their “precursors” much later. 

Within the same traditionalist circles, leaving for Palestine could also 
be seen as the best way of fleeing a European Jewish society tainted by 
modernity and reform. In the 1860s and 1870s, some groups saw the 
rural settlement of Palestine as an important element in the process of 
messianic redemption. This idea spread in central and eastern Europe 
as much as in Palestine itself. The first attempt at settlement was under¬ 
taken by an Orthodox group in 1878-79 on land purchased northeast 
of Jaffa, a place to which they gave the name PetahTikvah (Gateway of 
Hope). This attempt failed, but it inspired other efforts. Societies for 
the colonization of Palestine arose. A desire for a return to the old order, 
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such as was promoted in Hungary by the Hatam Sofer (Moses Sofer), 27 
and a resistance to the eruption of modernity within the communities 
favored the establishment of a Jewish society in the Holy Land, which 
would function as a sort of alternative to the option of acculturation 
to the non-Jewish environment that was dominant among European 
Jews. So in the 1870s, some traditionalist circles, students imbued with 
nationalist sentiments, and Jewish philanthropists were all simultane¬ 
ously proposing the rural colonization of Palestine. If traditionalist cir¬ 
cles were interested in agriculture, it was for purely pragmatic reasons, 
since they were anxious to combine work on the land with study of the 
Torah, and to provide sustenance for urban communities in the Eloly 
Land. 

In parallel with this set of initiatives, there were projects for “regen¬ 
eration” developed by integrationist Jewish elites in Europe who 
wanted to help their coreligionists in the Middle East. The objective 
was to allow oriental Jews to accede to a level of emancipation compa¬ 
rable with what Western Jews had acquired, by working to help them 
merit it through education and “productivization.” Palestine naturally 
found a place within such preoccupations. It is in this light that we 
should understand the foundation in 1870 in Jaffa of the agricultural 
school of Mikveh Israel by the Alliance israelite universelle. 28 The same 
concern inspired the support lent by Baron Edmond de Rothschild to 
the colonies in Palestine starting in 1882. These “regenerative” aims had 
been those of non-Jewish promoters of emancipation back in the eigh¬ 
teenth century. Now it was the turn of the emancipated Jewish elites to 
be concerned with the fate of their oriental fellows who were less for¬ 
tunate in this respect. Palestine was not the privileged target of the Al¬ 
liance’s educational activities, of course, for it opened schools, appren¬ 
ticeships, and agricultural schools elsewhere in the Middle East and in 
North Africa. It was just one of the facets of global activity aimed mainly 
at helping Jews in Muslim lands. While the enterprises of the Alliance 
and by Baron de Rothschild finally took quite different directions than 
those their founders had dreamed of, the initial intentions were in line 
with ideas current among western European Jews at the time. 

These Jewish philanthropists wanted to combine their activity with 
the political action of the European powers. There was no discontinu- 
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ity between them, and the philanthropists had total confidence in Eu¬ 
rope. Protections granted by Western governments and aid from con¬ 
sulates on the ground were considered able to guarantee the existence 
of the Palestinian Jewish populations of European origin and to foster 
the establishment of new institutions and the success of new Jewish 
initiatives. Moreover, European settlements like the Germans’ stood as 
examples showing the agrarian potential of the Holy Land, to be stud¬ 
ied and imitated by Jews. Jewish philanthropy, still animated by En¬ 
lightenment principles, wanted to ameliorate traditional Jewish society 
through education and training in new skills, including agricultural 
skills. Charles Netter, founder of Mikveh Israel, did not move beyond 
this initial project. Later, he opposed emigration to Palestine and en¬ 
couraged Baron Maurice de Hirsch, his contemporary, to create Jew¬ 
ish colonies in Argentina. Although Baron Edmond de Rothschild’s ef¬ 
forts took place after the Russian pogroms of 1881-82, which led many 
Jews to lose confidence in Enlightenment principles of integration, 
they were still in accord with the ideas then dominant in the Jewish 
world. For Edmond de Rothschild, the mission of the colonies was not 
only to absorb Russian immigrants fleeing the pogroms; they were also 
to demonstrate the aptitude of the Jews for agriculture and by the same 
token respond to the recurrent criticism that they lent themselves ex¬ 
clusively to commercial occupations and money dealings. 29 And this re¬ 
ally worked, to the great satisfaction among many parties. Rothschild 
had envisaged the creation of these colonies for Jews from eastern Eu¬ 
rope even before the pogroms, along with Charles Netter, but the proj¬ 
ect had failed with the death of the latter. From the beginning, and even 
if Rothschild reigned as master over his colonies, he preferred not to 
have his name associated with Palestine and chose anonymity, resulting 
in the pseudonym given to him: “the Well-Known Benefactor.” Prompdy 
destroying any document relating to his actions in the Holy Land, 
Rothschild would not let himself be identified with the political objec¬ 
tives of Zionism until after the Balfour Declaration in 1917. In his man¬ 
agement of his colonies, he did not take local facts into consideration, 
and nor did the Alliance, which in its schools applied a French teach¬ 
ing program supplemented with Jewish subjects. Rothschild involved 
the colonists in viticulture without concerning himself with the sales 
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prospects of the wine produced. This wine-producing policy mainly re¬ 
sulted from Rothschild’s familiarity with vineyards, thanks to the prop¬ 
erty owned by his family in the southwest of France. Like most of the 
philanthropists, Rothschild was content to export his model and im¬ 
pose it on the local people without worrying about their real needs. 
This attitude clearly belonged to a cultural and economic colonialism 
founded on the ideology of Europe’s superiority. However, starting 
from different points, both philanthropists and Orthodox groups were 
united in their desire to change the local society through agrarian set¬ 
tlements, and all observers agreed in attributing the “degeneration” of 
the Jews of Palestine to their estrangement from agriculture. 


Ancient Land, New Land(s) 

In these same final decades of the nineteenth century, some people in 
eastern Europe turned toward a synthesis of the modern nationalism 
of a Moses Hess and the messianic aspirations of a Kalisher or Alkalai, 
with everything resting upon the gains brought by emancipation. 
From this perspective, the great supracommunal institutions of in¬ 
tegrated Jewry appeared able to help realize the national hopes of all 
the Jewish people. This is how the Jewish Board of Deputies in Great 
Britain, for example, was perceived. Born in the 1760s, it was consid¬ 
ered to be the recognized organ of communication between the Jewish 
community and the British government. The same can be said of the 
Alliance israelite universelle in France. In the 1870s, however, the hos¬ 
tility of which the Jews of eastern Europe were victims steadily in¬ 
creased, and it was more and more difficult to believe that Enlighten¬ 
ment ideals would suffice to resolve the Jewish question in Russia. The 
Jewish intelligentsia became more radical and turned toward either so¬ 
cialism, which stressed a universalist foundation, or a nationalism cen¬ 
tered on Jewish particularism. The pogroms of the 1880s united the 
partisans of the Enlightenment and their adversaries around the Jew¬ 
ish nationalist Hibbat Tsion (Love of Zion) movement , 30 from whom 
the first Palestinian pioneers were recruited. These dramatic events 
changed minds not only among those who had believed in the possi- 
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bility of the Jews’ being integrated into their environment, but also 
among those who had hoped that the enlightened nations of Europe 
would support the Jewish national awakening, as they had done in the 
case of Greece and with Italian unification. The disillusionment born 
of the pogroms encouraged the Jews to take charge of their own des¬ 
tiny without counting on the goodwill of the West. 

In the same era, moreover, the success of emancipation in Europe 
did not prevent some from raising the problem of the future of Jewish 
identity again. The Jew was nowhere perfectly accepted, not just in 
Russia. We know that this fact influenced Theodor Herzl at the time 
of the Dreyfus Affair in France . 31 Of course, the Affair was not what 
revealed anti-Semitism to him; in Vienna, he had long been familiar 
with the phenomenon. It is equally reductive to attribute the birth of 
political Zionism to anti-Semitism; this interpretation, drawing its 
justification from the Shoah, is really no more than a projection. But 
for Herzl, it was difficult to be more French and more patriotic than 
Captain Dreyfus; so when the suspicion of treason hung over him, it 
was his Frenchness that was being called into question, bringing his 
Jewishness to the fore again. Herzl and others were therefore led to 
ask themselves about the limits of the benefits of acculturation. The 
return to the Jewish people carried out by some of those who had lost 
confidence in the benefits of emancipation was for them a return to an 
organic society from which they had not yet been totally cut off. The 
example of other nations, like Bulgaria, that had fought for their inde¬ 
pendence and had achieved sovereignty over their own territory would 
also contribute in the 1870s to the crystallization of a national Jewish 
consciousness among the younger generation. The Bulgarian case was 
particularly telling in this respect: from the start, stimulated by the re¬ 
cent experience of non-Jewish Bulgarians, Zionism enjoyed a remark¬ 
able upsurge in this Sephardic land . 32 In this era, however—and we 
should make no mistake about it—this type of growing awareness was 
by no means general, and nationhood was not the dominant aspira¬ 
tion among Jews in Europe or elsewhere. 

When Zionism was beginning to gestate, the Jewish presence in Pal¬ 
estine was still too small to justify a claim to local self-determination. 
For the Jews, the situation was very different from that of other move- 
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ments for national liberation in Europe. 33 Thus it was by recalling the 
continuity of the Jewish presence in the land of Israel that some ac¬ 
tivists tried to legitimize their claim to historic rights over this land. 
As a general rule, the principle of historic rights weighed much more 
heavily in the Jewish case than did self-determination, a fact directly 
linked to the existential condition of a dispersed people living outside 
the land-symbol on which some of its members had set their sights. 
Zionism was born of an awakening of Jewish consciousness and not 
from the reality 7 of physical existence in Palestine. It thus found itself 
loaded with a whole host of associations of ideas and emotions that 
had accumulated in the collective memory and were capable of inspir¬ 
ing sentiments and aspirations that crystallized around the notion of 
national renaissance. Zion and Zionism as a national movement thus 
maintained equivocal relations with each other. It is clear in any case 
that it was not the attachment to the land of Israel, and still less a per¬ 
petual religious tie to this land, that first gave birth to Zionism; on the 
contrary, it was born of the urgency of finding a solution to the Jewish 
question at the time, in the general context of the rise of nationalisms 
in Europe. It was a matter of radically changing the image that the 
Jew had of himself, as well as of his way of life, by erecting a new so¬ 
ciety and new culture and by restoring Jewish political sovereignty. 
From the start, the question of the relations between Zionism and ter¬ 
ritoriality proved complex, a subject soon debated in the writings of 
the founding fathers of the movement and in the ideological contro¬ 
versies that agitated circles sympathetic to Zionism, as far back as the 
Hibbat Zion and during Herzl’s lifetime. 

In Russia, in Auto-Emancipation (1882), the basic text of the Hibbat 
Zion movement, Leon Pinsker expressly rejected the land of Israel. To 
him, it was not the Holy Land per se that should be the goal of efforts, 
but simply a “land for us.” In Lithuania, Moshe Lilienblum, also linked 
with Hibbat Zion, similarly thought the Jews’ problems flowed from 
the fact that they were a nation without any sovereignty over territory. 
The solution resided in emigration away from Europe and in the res¬ 
toration of Jewish sovereignty elsewhere. Pinsker thought for a while 
of the United States, and he rallied only later to arguments in favor of 
Palestine. Lilienblum, on the other hand, early on leaned toward the 
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Holy Land, and from 1881 on, he stressed the necessity of agrarian set¬ 
tlements and the purchase of land in this region. In 1883, he proposed 
sending out collection boxes for family donations, heralding the fu¬ 
ture blue boxes of the National Jewish Fund, created later by the Zion¬ 
ist movement. 

In the wake of Hibbat Zion, societies for colonization multiplied in 
Russia. The first organization of this type had been founded in i860 in 
Frankfurt an der Oder in eastern Germany on the Polish frontier, but 
it only really took off after 1863. The following year, another coloni¬ 
zation society was born in Berlin, but the main impetus for this type of 
activity occurred in the 1880s. The statutes of these societies mentioned 
a triple obligation: aliyah (emigration to Palestine), nationalist propa¬ 
ganda, and agricultural work. 34 They gathered together religious and 
secular Jews whose agenda was colonization. The movement extended 
to the rest of Europe, especially in the east and the Balkans, and in the 
1890s, it enjoyed a veritable explosion with popular settlement soci¬ 
eties. Some put together up to a thousand small investors; others num¬ 
bering fifty or a hundred wealthier members concentrated on buying 
land. In France, the Jishoub Eretz Israel society was founded, 35 and 
there was even a plan to create a society for the encouragement of agri¬ 
culture and industry in Palestine. 

The glorification of the tiller of the soil, of someone who finds the 
whole meaning of his life in his work and in love of the land, pro¬ 
foundly marked educated Russian youth, as witnessed, for example, by 
the foundation in 1882 of the Bilu movement, 36 and the departure of a 
certain number of its members for Palestine, where they were among 
the first pioneers of the “new” Yishuv (in contrast to the “old” Yishuv, 
the Palestinian Jewish community already in place). These young ide¬ 
alists were neither the first nor the only ones to put their hopes in the 
establishment of a reformed society and in the creation of a new type 
of colony in a country of immigration. French socialists had themselves 
tried to found their “Icarie.” In the same period, Russian radicals were 
trying out their own models of colonies in the United States. As for the 
Jewish group Am Olam (“Eternal People”), also born in the wake of 
pogroms, it also turned to North America with the idea of creating 
rural settlements there. 
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Shaken by the dramatic events of the 1880s, Jewish philanthropy, 
too, sought solutions to a Jewish question that had become sharper 
than ever. As we know, the bulk of the emigrants from Russia and Ro¬ 
mania ended up in the United States, and only a tiny portion headed 
for Palestine; few were animated by a real national consciousness. Dur¬ 
ing the period of mass emigration to the United States, Baron Maurice 
de Hirsch, who was of German origin, established a significant aid pro¬ 
gram to resettle eastern European Jews who had left, not only to es¬ 
cape the pogroms and anti-Jewish measures, but also in search of bet¬ 
ter economic opportunities . 37 At the time, priority was given to the 
Americanization of these new immigrants. In order to avoid great con¬ 
centrations of them in urban zones, between 1901 and 1933, Hirsch’s 
fund partly subsidized the Jewish Agricultural Society by guarantee¬ 
ing loans to Jewish farmers. Hirsch, who wanted to orient Jews to 
working the land, looked for countries likely to welcome his projects 
for colonization. It was Argentina—and not Palestine—that he finally 
seized upon. In 1890, the first rural settlement was founded in the 
province of Santa Fe and was baptized Moisesville; the second dates 
from 1891 and bore the name Mauricio. The same year, Hirsch decided 
to form the Jewish Colonization Association (ICA) to manage his col¬ 
onization projects. In time, twenty colonies were created in Argen¬ 
tina, composed of some 3,500 families. The ICA also developed some 
settlements in Brazil and Canada. However, the Hibbat Zion, which 
was trying to channel the emigration of Russian Jews to Palestine, was 
opposed to Hirsch’s program. On the other hand, aid associations on 
the Russian border and in the cities welcomed it, because he sup¬ 
ported them in their task. In short, the land of Israel was still far from 
being the sole solution that was envisaged to improve the lot of the 
Jews of eastern Europe. 

In Der Judenstaat (1896), Herzl himself was still indifferent to the 
land of Israel, but at the Second Zionist Congress, in 1898, he spoke 
of the historic right of the Jews to Palestine. Later for a time he ac¬ 
commodated himself to the “Ugandan” solution, envisaging the set¬ 
tlement of Jews in Africa in what is today Kenya, at a time when colo¬ 
nization was already under way in Palestine. He was not the only one. 
Israel Zangwill, the great British Jewish writer, who was to become 
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the exalter of territorialism, adhered to the idea current in large sectors 
of Western Judaism that the projected Jewish homeland should serve 
as a refuge for Jews who were politically and physically oppressed, and 
that it should become in time a cultural center for all Jews and all of 
humanity . 38 Between 1903 and 1905, he led the fight for the Uganda 
project, recalling the difficulties inherent in the choice of Palestine by 
reason of the Arab presence and the theological and political problems 
that would not fail to arise there. In 1905, after Herzl’s death, however, 
the World Zionist Organization rejected the African option, and Zang- 
will provoked a schism and created the Jewish Territorial Organization 
(ITO). The aim of this new organization was to procure an autono¬ 
mous territory for those Jews who could not or would not remain in 
their countries of origin. The existence of this autonomous territory by 
no means implied the disappearance of the Diaspora. Initially founded 
to respond to the British offer in East Africa, the ITO negotiated with 
the British government for Cyrenaica in North Africa in 1907; the fol¬ 
lowing year, for Mesopotamia; and then, in 1912, for the Benguela pla¬ 
teau in Angola. These attempts failed because either of local conditions 
or the opposition of the holders of these territories to their being given 
to the Jews. In 1906, Jacob Schiff, an American Jewish financier and 
philanthropist, suggested to Zangwill that Jews settle in the United 
States. In 1907, the first immigrants under this' plan arrived in Gal¬ 
veston, Texas, but they quickly dispersed throughout the country. 
Thanks to this program, a hundred thousand Russian Jews entered 
the United States, adding to the numerous Jewish immigrants already 
residing there. And although it resulted in a relative failure when the 
concentration of immigrants in Galveston proved impossible, this en¬ 
terprise was the only one that the ITO carried to its conclusion. With 
the onset of the Great War, Zangwill, who was a pacifist, tried to re¬ 
solve the Jewish problem by force in Palestine. He saw a chance to 
succeed in the conflict between the British and the Ottoman Turks, 
and went so far as to demand the transfer of the Arab populations. 
Neither the World Zionist Organization nor the European powers 
were ready, though, to endorse such a measure. 

But when the Zionists actually got interested in the land of Israel, 
they did not all always have the same conception of it. This conception 
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changed over time, adapted to certain realities, but was seldom unitary 
and seldom intangible. Ahad Ha-Am (Asher Ginzberg) thought the 
heart of the people was the real foundation upon which the land would 
be constructed, so it was necessary above all to work on reforming the 
spirit of die nation. The land could not serve as a refuge for all the per¬ 
secuted Jews, and even if it could, not all of them would emigrate 
there. If only widi respect to diis point, we should render homage to 
the farsightedness of diis great Russian Jewish publicist. On the other 
hand, Ahad Ha-Am thought diat Palestine could serve as a national 
cultural center, able to renew the spirit of Jews everywhere. He wanted 
to save Judaism and not just the Jews. He reproached Herzl’s Der 
judenstmt for having nothing Jewish about it. And while he rejected 
die Diaspora, it was not so much because, like Herzl, he feared die as¬ 
similation of Jews, as because he feared that diey could no longer live 
as Jews there, since they were henceforth defenseless in the face of an 
open society. In fact, he sought the best way of assuring the spiritual 
survival of the Jews where they happened to be living and envisaged a 
compromise reminiscent of the status of the land of Israel in the time 
of the Second Temple, with the difference that it would be by intellec¬ 
tual works and by a renewed and secularized culture that the national 
Palestinian homeland would give the Diaspora the means of survival. 
The spiritual center would not have die mission of making the periph¬ 
ery disappear; on the contrary, it would serve it by taking over the task 
from the religion that until then had served die dual role of national 
homeland and spiritual center. The return of a Jewish elite to the Holy 
Land would thus paradoxically allow the whole of the people finally to 
get rid of the vestiges of an outmoded religiosity. 

For his part, Aaron David Gordon, a contemporary of Ahad Ha-Am’s, 
defined life in exile as a form of parasitism, which was quite suscepti¬ 
ble to being perpetuated in the land of Israel. In effect, he feared that 
when placed under the thumb of the religious, the latter would be 
transformed into a new exile. Productive work had a redeeming force 
for him. Self-realization came about through work on the land of Is¬ 
rael, since the land belonged to those who lived in it and made it fruit¬ 
ful . d9 Work put the Jew in contact with the land as a whole, and with 
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Heaven, too, of course. Gordon combined a Tolstoyan inspiration with 
a mysticism about the land of Israel that took much of its flavor from 
Jewish tradition. The Jews would rediscover their origins by renewing 
their ties with Mother Earth, 40 and it would suffice for a minority of 
them to decide to live in Palestine for the Jewish people as a whole to 
regain vigor. In 1918, Gordon would evoke the historic rights of the 
Jews to this land—a notion that would end up triumphing over that of 
work on the land. 

Ber Borochov, for his part, maintained that the solution to the Jew¬ 
ish problem would come with the territorialization of the Jewish peo¬ 
ple, meaning its transformation into a nation that was master of its 
own territory . 41 It was by making Zion into an independent, uncon¬ 
ditionally sovereign political entity that the Jewish people could es¬ 
cape the danger of extinction and break with anti-Semitism. For him, 
Zion did not begin in the land of Israel but in the necessity of freeing 
the Jewish people and finding a remedy for its physical and cultural 
distress. It was the destiny of the Jewish people that lay at the center 
of the Zionist consciousness. The settlement he advocated in Palestine 
was of a socialist type, and his Zionist project was articulated around 
three inseparable themes: the redemption of the people of Israel, the 
renaissance of Hebrew culture, and the return to the ancient home¬ 
land. On the issue of settlement in British East Africa, he made him¬ 
self the spokesman of the “Zionists of Zion.” 

Max Nordau, another key leader of Zionism, expected that a return 
to the land would allow men and women who had lived too long in 
the dark and humid alleys of the ghettoes of eastern Europe to regain 
their equilibrium . 42 Deprived of a native land, deprived of a land of 
his own, the Jew was in effect condemned to an instability that could 
only have harmful repercussions on his mind and body. For Nordau, 
as in fact for all the theoreticians we have looked at, regardless of their 
different nuances, the Zionist enterprise had all the appearances of a 
therapeutic movement, a treatment for the Jewish sickness, in which 
the land and the pioneering spirit were the essential ingredients. 

A synthesis between Orthodoxy and political Zionism was taking 
place at the same time in the person of Abraham Isaac Kook, who was 
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in the lineage of religious pre-Zionists like Kalisher and Alkalai. Kook 
called the refusal to seize the opportunity to return to the Holy Land 
a “profanation of the name” of that land. Palestine was for him the 
spatial center of holiness in this world, vertically radiating toward the 
Jews who lived there and horizontally radiating toward other peoples 
and the rest of the globe. He took it as guaranteed that residence in 
the Holy Land alone was able to foster a renaissance of the prophetic 
spirit . 43 His specifically kabbalistic approach allowed him to accom¬ 
modate secular Zionists. God used mysterious ways to bring redemp¬ 
tion to the world, and, without knowing it or even recognizing it, the 
nonbelieving pioneers of the Holy Land were playing an essential 
messianic-historic role. The return of the Jews to their ancestral soil 
would mark the end of an era of darkness for the whole world and 
pave the way for the redemption of all of humanity. There was thus a 
universalist message at the heart of Kook’s redemptionist particular¬ 
ism. The land of Israel incarnated the hope of redemption, but this 
hope was now inserted into a pragmatic context. Kook thus developed 
a religious Zionism adaptable to the nationalist awakening that was 
beginning to spread across a small part of the Jewish world in the sec¬ 
ond half of the nineteenth century. 

Thus it was only very gradually and often uncertainly that the land of 
Israel became a concrete option in the minds of some people. The 
land and its borders were both shifting. In fact, the debate it aroused 
would not end even with the foundation of the state of Israel—far 
from it. Always in a register of instability, both enticing and alien, eva¬ 
sive and elusive, the land did not easily offer itself up for reconquest. 
Has it ever really been reconquered? Is it not doomed to remain an 
abstraction, constantly enriching itself with the imaginations of those 
who dream of it, as well as of those who have decided to live there? 
For the secular founders of political Zionism, it was first and foremost 
a means that served a project, an instrument much more than an end 
in itself, and still less the object of some pious obligation. As a sym¬ 
bol, as an abstraction, Zion indisputably became something that could 
strongly mobilize the Jewish national movement . 44 Only this name 
had a sufficiently powerful echo to be able to assemble a great number 
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of Jews across the world around collective action (social, political, and 
economic), whether they participated themselves in the foundation of 
a new society as emigrants or were content to give their material and 
moral support to the movement. Other choices were envisaged— 
Uganda, the north of Sinai, Argentina, the Jewish Soviet republic of 
Birobidzhan—which always raised important controversies within the 
Zionist national movement. However, these options were set aside as 
non-Zionist. Although these territories might seem easier to obtain, 
and their colonization appeared less problematic, they could never rival 
Palestine. Political Zionism was constructed at the dawn of the great 
period of European colonialism, at a time when Europe thought it had 
a natural right to territories quite outside its geographic and cultural 
sphere. But Zion had not been chosen as a land for the Jews in the way 
lands were chosen for colonization: by reason of its advantages, its nat¬ 
ural resources, and its political accessibility . 45 Zion had been chosen be¬ 
cause it was the only land able to arouse in the Jewish world the emo¬ 
tion and enthusiasm necessary to the success of a kind of immigration 
totally different from the migratory waves for the purposes of individ¬ 
ual and familial salvation of the type that took people to North Amer¬ 
ica. Without Palestine, Zionism was condemned to failure as a national 
project. To create a new society from a people dispersed across the 
world who were ethnically and culturally heterogeneous was a task not 
incumbent on other nationalist movements. Zionism was not only go¬ 
ing to reconquer a symbol but also navigate among its different inter¬ 
pretations. Above all, it would have to recreate the land of Israel from 
scratch. 


Six The Recreated Land 


The Jewish past and history were apprehended as major elements in 
justifying Zionist claims to the land, while local Arab populations set 
themselves up as the legitimate owners and occupants in the face of 
those claims . 1 In their desire for rootedness, Zionism and the Jewish pi¬ 
oneers who settled in Palestine from then on would try to restore to the 
land of Israel its stricdy earthly character, to be valued in and of itself . 2 


To Whom Does the Land Belong? 

For the Zionists, the land of Israel was the “homeland” of the Jewish 
people, moledet in Hebrew, meaning “native land” “birthplace,” from 
which flowed its historic right to it. On this level, Zionism drew the 
principal ingredients of its doctrine from within the religious heritage, 
but it secularized them, nationalized them, and adapted them to its re¬ 
quirements. The past was partially reconstructed and reinvented in or¬ 
der to justify the prospect that history and the desired future could be 
harmoniously combined. The land’s “Jewish past” legitimized the set¬ 
tlement enterprise. But the link between the Jewish people and the 
land of Israel that the Zionists wanted to recover in the biblical ac¬ 
count is not really what that story recounts: it was in the desert, in 
fact, that the People was born, in a no-man’s-land that would never 
cease to haunt the Israeli native, right up to the present day, as a child 
of this “conquered” land that is never totally possessed. Scriptural lit¬ 
erature recounts, moreover, that Israel’s settlement on its land was re¬ 
ally a result of conquest from its first inhabitants. The Hibbat Tsion 
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(Love of Zion) movement and the Zionists therefore strove to rewrite 
the biblical account to try to demonstrate that this conquest was ulti¬ 
mately merely the return of this territory to its natural masters, because 
only a portion of the Hebrew people had sojourned in Egypt and the 
remainder had stayed in place. The land of Israel was therefore well and 
truly the homeland of the Jews, and the Bible was the cultural expres¬ 
sion of a people established on its soil. It was Zionism’s responsibility 
to restore the Promised Land as the motherland. A restoration that 
would have to come about through physical acquisition of the land: 
those who considered themselves as belonging to this land knew in 
point of fact that it did not belong to them. 

At the beginning of Zionism’s history, the land of Israel was per¬ 
ceived as a free land, 3 but those who established themselves there in 
the last decades of the nineteenth century in reality settled in a place 
where little land was without heirs. At least until 1947, someone else 
had first possessed each parcel of land that passed under Jewish con¬ 
trol, and so this transfer of property carried an economic, political, 
and social price. When members of HibbatTsion arrived in Palestine, 
it was still hoped that the lack of available land could be overcome, 
that it was merely a financial problem. The region’s very destitution 
was attributed to the fact that it was in Arab hands. The struggle over 
the land was in fact going to be at the heart of the conflict that pitted 
Jews against Arabs, and to be so for a long time. 

However, it did not suffice to find the necessary money in order to 
assure full control over these parcels of land: it was also necessary for 
them to be transferred from one national possession to another. The 
First Zionist Congress in 1897 tried to give shape to a program for land 
acquisition that conceived that the buyer could never be dispossessed; 
the land could never be sold to individuals, but would only be rented to 
them for the limited duration of forty-nine years. This proposal, made 
by a rabbi, was put into operation in 1907 with the creation of the Jew¬ 
ish National Fund, responsible for supervising the application of these 
rules governing the land it acquired, which would remain the property 
of the Jewish people. It is not surprising to see rabbis inspiring such a 
practice from the start: for them, buying land was a prior stage in die re¬ 
demption of the land and of the Jews who setried there. Pre-Zionists 
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like Kalisher and Alkalai had said nothing less . 4 In the ideal relation be¬ 
tween people and land, God was in effect the sole owner, the only veri¬ 
table possessor of the land, with humans having only the usufruct. 

The Zionists took up and inflected the major themes of religious 
thinking about the land. The whole debate about the status of the land 
of Israel thus oscillated between a religious discourse and one that was 
secular and national. The movement applied to the land rules inherited 
from the sacred domain, which were subsequently institutionalized 
and brought under state control. The land thus never totally acceded to 
secular status, which partly explains the turbulent period that opened 
after the Six Day War, when the borders of the Jewish state now in¬ 
cluded territories pertaining to the heart of ancient Israel and hence to 
the holiness of a mythified land. Henceforth, the Promised Land was 
once more on the agenda, arousing debates of an uncommon violence. 
The landmarks shifted: the annexation of these new territories, 
“promised lands” to some, was rejected by others, and it was vigor¬ 
ously combated by the dispossessed Arab inhabitants. 

Arab opposition to the acquisition of lands by the Jews and to Jew¬ 
ish immigration had preceded the first Zionist congress, and in time it 
would be transformed into veritable resistance. In addition, one may 
wonder about the exact boundaries of these lands coveted by the Jews. 
The land of Israel was primarily a concept rooted in historic awareness 
reinvigorated by Jewish nationalism—much more than it was an area 
with clear geographic limits or stable political boundaries . 5 In the 
course of the historical and cultural upheavals that the real Palestine has 
known, its boundaries and its status in the region often varied. Its very 
name had undergone many changes. In the contemporary period, this 
lack of clarity finds its best expression in the dozens of publications that 
appeared on the eve of World War I proposing various frontiers for the 
land of Israel. The territory mentioned in these publications ordinarily 
included upper and lower Galilee, the hills of Judea up to a line run¬ 
ning from the Dead Sea to Rafah, and the region east of the Jordan ex¬ 
tending from Mount Hermon to the Arnon River, which empties into 
the Dead Sea. These borders do not correspond to those imposed after 
World War I. It was in fact the British Mandate that for the first time 
in the modern era fixed boundaries that were clearly defined. The British 
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revived its ancient designation and opted for the name of Palestine, fol¬ 
lowing European Christian tradition. The war of 1948 and the armi¬ 
stice that followed would give birth to the State of Israel (Medinat Yis- 
rael), a new denomination saturated with ancient overtones. And the 
Six Day War would, in fact, as in well as in people’s minds, accentuate 
the imprecision and fluidity of representations; it was as if, because of 
history just as much as people’s ideas about it, this coveted land were 
condemned to elude a concrete definition that stable frontiers should 
have offered. It belonged to fluidity and change, side-stepping what¬ 
ever could give it a solid basis that alone was able to make it truly con¬ 
crete. Was the land of Israel more resistant than any other to this pas¬ 
sage from historical consciousness to the reality of history? 

Starting in the final decades of the nineteenth century, the purchase 
of lands by the Jews was concentrated in the valleys. Almost no land 
was acquired in the mountainous regions, although they were the heart 
of ancient Israel, and thus they remained outside the sphere of the 
new setders. A gap arose between the Israel of the religious imagina¬ 
tion and the one that was being constructed. The “true” Israel did not 
resemble idealized Israel, and this dissonance has haunted its inhabi¬ 
tants right down to the present. Toward the end of the 1930s, except 
for the south, meaning the Beersheba area, Jews had bought approxi¬ 
mately 5 percent of the total land of Palestine and 10 percent of the 
area thought suitable for cultivation. By 1947, this total had scarcely 
increased by 2 or 3 percent. 6 

The need to acquire lands and to keep them under Jewish control fa¬ 
vored the creation of institutions integrated i nto the social structure of 
the new Jewish colony of Palestine, such as the Palestine Land Devel¬ 
opment Company Limited, dating from 1908, whose primary mission 
was to buy land for the Jewish National Fund and for private investors. 
But it was not sufficient to buy these lands; one had to safeguard the 
right to settle them, so quasi-military establishments were set up. Thus, 
too, arose the figure of the pioneer, much glorified in the first period 
of colonization, who assumed an important role in legitimizing a col¬ 
lectivity that was continually confronted with conflict that threatened 
its existence, faced as it was with the former owners of the acquired 
lands. This period of incubation, stretching from the 1880s to 1920, saw 
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the appearance of the kibbutz, an agricultural collective characterized 
by self-defense, voluntarism, simplicity, and the desire to be econom¬ 
ically self-sufficient. 7 The formative period 1920-40 later saw the rise 
of the moshavim: cooperative farm-villages first founded on lands aban¬ 
doned by Arabs in order to prevent their return. 

It was the left wing of Zionism, carrying on from Hibbat Tsion, that 
launched the settlement venture during the last decade of the nine¬ 
teenth century. These settlements were meant to impose the Jewish 
presence on the territory, to erect a barrier against infiltration, and to 
guarantee local security, while permitting the dispersal of the popula¬ 
tion across the countryside in order to avoid concentration in towns. 
In effect, the urban condition ran counter to an ideology advocating 
the development of a new type of Jew, radically different from his ho- 
mologue in the Diaspora. 

In the period preceding sovereignty, Jewish settlement called for 
the creation of artificial boundaries. By releasing lands belonging to 
the Arabs and by converting capital into land, these settlements as¬ 
sured a territorial base for the establishment of a Jewish political and 
social entity in Palestine, even if the amount of purchased land repre¬ 
sented only a small part of the region initially claimed by the Zionists. 
In 1948, there were 291 rural settlement sites. Given the demographic 
inferiority of Jews, their presence in the territory, though it crystal¬ 
lized Arab opposition, remained of scant significance. With indepen¬ 
dence, boundaries were opened up by recourse to military force and 
all the other means at the disposal of a sovereign state. Between 1948 
and 1964, 432 additional settlements were created. 

This new period was marked by the restructuring of the large towns, 
the institutionalization of the frontier, and the construction of devel¬ 
opment towns, second-tier in the urban system, which were designed 
to receive immigrants. Institutionalization in this case also involved 
the state’s promotion of the rural cooperative and the substitution of 
the state itself for local initiative. The Jewish Agency became respon¬ 
sible for the founding and operating of farm settlements, including 
stockbreeding. Indeed, land was at the core of the new sovereign state’s 
concerns; it continued to rent and distribute it according to its own 
geopolitical and security criteria. The lack of free land contributed to 
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reinforcing this paternalistic regime; land management was left to state 
control. The Six Day War, finally, dramatically placed the territorial is¬ 
sue at the heart of Israeli debate once more, where it became the sub¬ 
ject of negotiations and brought the colonization issue back to center 
stage. The cycle was now complete; the land was well and truly a found¬ 
ing myth, always present to the point of obsession—a horizon always 
beyond reach. Space still obsesses Israel. 


The Cult of the Land 

The agricultural fundamentalism of the young state of Israel from its 
beginning drew upon a current that quickly came to dominate Zionist 
ideology. 8 The preference accorded to work on the land had a prece¬ 
dent in economic thought: the eighteenth-century French physiocrats 
had thought that agriculture alone was able to create wealth and new 
values. A pragmatic ideology, Zionism aimed to establish a Jewish so¬ 
ciety and a state in Palestine. From this perspective, it stressed the ne¬ 
cessity of rejuvenating and restructuring Jewish society by means of a 
return to the land and an inversion of the pyramid of occupations, with 
an enlargement of the pool of workers and, principally, peasants and a 
reduction in activities linked to commerce and money. 9 This theme 
grew in importance with a spectacular rise in the pioneering and so¬ 
cialist forces within the Zionist movement after World War I. 

The absence of other economic alternatives in the 1950s in Israel re¬ 
inforced the tendency to idealize agriculture. An agricultural model 
based on equal distribution was created within the framework of an 
interrelation between sources of production (land, water, and capital) 
and personal work paid symbolically for the use of national land, wa¬ 
ter, and capital. Agriculture continued to be not only an economic en¬ 
terprise but also a way of life. The house and the farm formed an or¬ 
ganic whole. Farmers gained in influence within the population and 
determined the country’s image, its defense, and its political elite. The 
agricultural sector, an integral part of the economy and the society, 
was the foremost representative of the values inherited from the first 
Jewish pioneers. 
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In the 1880s, the new arrivals had found the “old Yishuv” already 
in place, an ensemble of communities founded on philanthropy and 
depending for subsistence on financial aid from the Diaspora (the 
halukka ). 10 At the time, these communities formed the majority of the 
Jewish population in the country. They were heterogeneous and did 
not speak with a unified voice. Jerusalem was their center. They never 
developed a relationship with the land comparable to that of the mod¬ 
ern nationalists ; 11 when they encouraged agriculture, it was not within 
the framework of mystical romanticism but as a pragmatic response to 
the economic distress of the poorest sectors of the population. The 
name “new Yishuv 5 ’ was reserved for institutions and settlements born 
of the efforts of HibbatTsion and principally financed by Baron Edmond 
de Rothschild. The pioneers of the new Yishuv, settlers coming from 
this first wave of immigration, made Israel’s renaissance their goal. It 
was expected they would lay the basis for a powerful national move¬ 
ment and the reconstruction of the nation. 

In the mouths of these men and women, the name “old Yishuv” 
had very negative connotations, since it referred to a social reality per¬ 
ceived as a continuation of Diaspora existence. The new Yishuv as¬ 
pired to renaissance, rejected the norms of the way of life inherited 
from exile, and for the same reason considered the old Yishuv to be 
another form of ghetto. Of course, for ideological reasons, some his¬ 
torians later argued that the return as such of Jews to the Holy Land, 
whether they were Orthodox or nationalist, had been the expression 
of a rupture with exile, meaning with what was provisional, insecure, 
and a rejection of rootedness, and that this return as such aimed at cre¬ 
ating a new Jew, living on his land and making a living from it. The 
reality was quite different, however, and there was a profound gap be¬ 
tween these two worlds. 

Emancipated European Judaism was not mistaken, moreover, when 
it considered the Palestinian Jewish community to be a simple branch 
of traditional Jewish society, which had to be “regenerated” all the 
more carefully because it was located in the Holy Land. All financial 
aid grants were subject to the acceptance of this principle by the be¬ 
neficiaries. At the same time, the Holy Land, and more precisely its 
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Ashkenazi component (the Sephardic and oriental Jews adopted an¬ 
other attitude) had set itself up as an orthodox bastion of resistance to 
modernity. It was in this context that the arrival of the first nationalists 
took place—a paradoxical context in which they would try to play the 
role of an avant-garde. It should also be remembered that even after 
the pogroms in Russia and Romania in the 1880s, when thousands of 
Jews headed for Palestine, very few of them were animated by a na¬ 
tional consciousness. The old Yishuv was therefore enriched with new 
recruits and continued for a long time to represent the majority of the 
country’s Jewish population. Founded within a Zionist perspective, 
the new Yishuv aimed to create and strengthen the economic base of 
the Jews of Palestine, and also to furnish labor and give a livelihood to 
the masses. The agricultural colonies were exclusively inhabited by its 
members. But like the old Yishuv, they remained dependent on exter¬ 
nal forces. Some of them were sustained by Baron Edmond de Roth¬ 
schild; others by Hibbat Tsion and later by Zionist bodies. The mem¬ 
bers of the new Yishuv, however, furnished labor in exchange for the 
money they received and considered this aid to be temporary. In con¬ 
trast, the assistance from which the old Yishuv benefited was well es¬ 
tablished and built into a justified ideological institution: its members 
saw their immigration to Palestine as a religious act and wished to de¬ 
vote themselves entirely to the study of the Torah. 

Two realities thus opposed each other in this Palestine that was now 
open to new projects: the traditional one, incarnated by the old Yishuv, 
and that of a modernity devoted not only to a national renaissance but 
also to the creation of a new way of life, meaning a productive one, for 
the Jew of the future. Manual labor and in particular work on the land 
were, in the eyes of the new Yishuv, capable of transforming in depth 
the image people had of the Jew and that the Jew had of himself. The 
birth of the modern and productive Jew was inseparable from the 
land. This was not the first attempt at agricultural colonization; there 
had been precedents in Russia, Austria, and in America . 12 But this time, 
the chosen land was the land of a Book, and not just any book. The 
first settlers and their descendants after them would never cease oscil¬ 
lating between this land and this Book. 
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Even in its concreteness, powerfully affirmed by the pioneers, this 
land remained that of a Book; it remained holy. Everything concern¬ 
ing it was clothed in holiness. The agencies responsible for acquiring 
it and those who worked it were participating in a sacred task. The 
blue collection boxes of the Jewish National Fund and the figure of the 
pioneer-settler, both redeemer and hero, were woven into a Zionist 
mythology. The glorification of the peasant, a figure familiar to the in¬ 
tellectual elite of Russian Jewish youth from which the first pioneers 
had come, the influence of the writings of Leo Tolstoy, and a certain 
romantic vein all combined to crystallize a whole movement aspiring 
to social reform, founded on an idealization of the simple life. In the 
press and literature of the time, the prominence granted to rural themes 
and to the figures of Jewish laborers plowing their furrows in Pales¬ 
tine’s soil eloquently testified to this nostalgia for the land, and to a 
desire for the normalization of Jewish existence. Agriculture was in 
effect an activity of prime importance in the absorption of the Jewish 
masses who were destined to immigrate to the country. The conquest of 
the land of the ancestors (erets) was based on the creation of a mythol¬ 
ogy of the cultivated land (adama). It was as if only this work of mytholo¬ 
gization, and hence of abstraction, could paradoxically make palpable 
to the Jews a land too long caught inside dreams of exile. Nationalists 
and Zionists always had recourse to founding myths that were capable 
of grounding their ideology and were alone able, it seemed, to allow 
real access to the land; the simple purchase of areas for cultivation was 
not sufficient to guarantee a national appropriation of the territory. 


The Symbolism of Pioneering 

The land of Israel, the Hebrew man, and the Hebrew language were 
the heart of the Zionist credo of national renaissance . 13 The redemp¬ 
tion of the people necessarily came about through redemption of the 
land. The pioneers expected colonization to lead to individual and 
collective salvation. To build, and in building to rebuild themselves— 
this was the existentialist philosophy (before its time) that the settlers 
promoted, a philosophy taken up in popular songs of the day, which 
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themselves contributed to strengthening the pioneer myth. Colonizing 
is the pioneering activity par excellence, both the guarantee and the 
proof of rootedness. The founding of a settlement was the ultimate re¬ 
alization of the ideology that the Zionist youth movements were in¬ 
culcating into their members. 

“The conquest of labor” was the battle cry of the second wave of im¬ 
migration that began in 1904, following new pogroms in eastern Eu¬ 
rope, and would continue until the outbreak of World War I. Its mem¬ 
bers combined socialist ideals with concepts of national renaissance. 14 
The Hebrew word used, kibbush , “conquest” has a military meaning, 
implying possible recourse to force to guarantee control over labor (as 
over territory). This slogan applied initially to the transfer of labor 
in the colonies from Arabs to Jews. The land of Israel in effect would 
not be Jewish unless it was worked by the Jews themselves. The Zion¬ 
ists thus manifested their desire to distinguish themselves from the 
Arab community by establishing Jewish territorial entities, a policy 
they maintained during the period of the Mandate. It was thought that 
in this way, two separate communities would be able to develop, one 
Arab and the other Jewish, concentrated in distinct regions, each en¬ 
joying real autonomy. Such a settlement strategy was perceived as a 
pragmatic and political necessity, and over time the colonization effort 
would enable the zones involved to accede to national sovereignty. 

When the first attempts at “the conquest of labor” ended in failure, 
the initial dogma took on a new meaning. The word kibbush , indepen¬ 
dently of its military connotations, also evoked moral force, strength of 
character, and thus the possibility for each person to surmount the 
difficulty of manual labor, to find satisfaction in it without caring about 
its ultimate objective. The land and its care were therefore both in¬ 
vested with material and ethical meanings. Since by its nature, the land 
existed in these two registers, it was inevitable that its conquest, attrib¬ 
uted to the merit of labor, was seen in the same light. To work the land 
was a victory over oneself, not just an act of transferring property. 

The writings of Aaron David Gordon strongly contributed to this 
evolution in the credo of the conquest of labor. They tightened the link 
between the physical and spiritual dimensions of work and underlined 
its sacred character, helping to develop the concept of the religion of 
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work (datha-avoda). The land certainly did not manage to elude its sta¬ 
tus as Holy Land. Those who worked it acceded through it to this ho¬ 
liness: the founding of a Hebrew settlement demanded absolute en¬ 
gagement and devotion and a great willingness to sacrifice. Abraham 
Shlonsky, whose writings reflect the experiences of pioneers of the 
third wave of immigration (1919--23), evoked the sacred work of the pi¬ 
oneer in terms borrowed from Jewish ritual. The Zionist settler was 
substituted for God as creator. 

The Hebrew word for “pioneer” is halutz , also borrowed from mil¬ 
itary vocabulary. The haluts is a warrior, one of the vanguard. The same 
discipline is required of him as of a soldier. He is also a hero who dies 
to defend his land. The episode at Tel Hai in Galilee in 1920, mythified 
and later recuperated by the revisionist tendency in the Zionist move¬ 
ment, in which Joseph Trumpeldor and five of his men were killed in 
unequal combat against Bedouin attackers, therefore became the sym¬ 
bol of national renaissance, the sign of an awakening of authentic Jew¬ 
ish patriotism, though it was not the first clash of this kind with the 
Arabs. In this period of colonization, when the Jewish presence in 
Palestine remained quite small, such symbols were necessary in order 
to galvanize people’s energies. In 1855, there had been only 10,500 Jews 
in the Holy Land, of whom 5,700 lived in Jerusalem. With the organi¬ 
zation of Hibbat Tsion and the Biluim, the first wave of immigration 
(1882-85 and 1890) brought in 1,500 people a year. Yet in 1898, the 
number of Jews in Palestine was estimated at only 50,000. There were 
75,000 at the start of the second wave of immigration in 1907, and by 
the outbreak of World War I, the number had reached 85,000, but it 
fell to 65,000 during the conflict. In 1922, with the third wave of im¬ 
migration, the Jewish community resumed its expansion and attained a 
total of 165,000. 15 

Faced with the new and exalted figure of the pioneer and the mas¬ 
culine values it promoted, it is remarkable to observe that the image 
of womanhood within the Zionist movement remained totally tradi¬ 
tional at first: her place was in the home or school or office . 16 Among 
the dozens of Zionist leaders, there was not a single woman. There 
was no place for women on the farms of the Zionist laborers, except 
for kitchen and other domestic tasks. During the first wave of immi- 
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gration, the wives of settlers were turned into housekeepers in the 
new settlements, and there were few women farmworkers. It was dur¬ 
ing the second wave of immigration that a new image took shape, that 
of the working woman, the halutza , the pioneer who found the mean- 
ing of her life in work on the land. Women’s aspirations, though, were 
opposed by those who allocated labor on the farms, who balked at 
opening up this field to them. The will of women themselves to partic¬ 
ipate alongside the men in work on the land, as well as an awareness of 
the fact that they were essential to the rural economy, finally opened 
the way to the creation of a women’s farm in lower Galilee in 1911. Its 
principal role was to train women for agricultural work; the stress was 
on working the land and not on domestic labor. In 1917, the farm shut 
down, but of the seventy women who had shared in this venture, only 
two left the country, while the others remained and continued working 
in agriculture. Women’s stability, along with their capacity for farm- 
work, contributed to ensuring men’s stability in relation to the land 
and to the place. Now the pioneer woman could finally exist—so that 
the man could devote himself faithfully to his land. The halutza as such 
had no right to the sacralization of halutz , but she had a share in it in¬ 
sofar as she sustained the pioneering effort. 

As essential actors in the enterprise of national renaissance, the 
settlers saw themselves as engaged in an act of creation. The religious 
metaphors used to describe it were secularized, and biblical images 
were employed to characterize their contribution to a new religious 
era. As we have seen, Jews were living in Palestine well before the ar¬ 
rival of the pioneers, while very many others continued to live else¬ 
where, enjoying a prosperity 7 much more evident than could be hoped 
for upon the ungrateful soil of the homeland. In order to mark the im¬ 
portance of their act, the pioneers felt constrained to make a tabula rasa 
of the pre-Zionist Palestinian Jewish community, who seemed so exilic 
to them. The new Yishuv incarnated the present and future, as opposed 
to the past, to which the old Yishuv was relegated. The new Yishuv and 
the pioneer were one; the two images were interchangeable. By adopt¬ 
ing the figure of the pioneer, the new Yishuv inherited all its character¬ 
istics. Such a society could not be unjust. The struggle with nature in 
which the pioneers were engaged in order to transform the landscape 
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and to improve their surroundings also strengthened their right to 
live on this soil. Zionist literature complacently described these peo¬ 
ple building towns along a sandy coast, draining marshes, and digging 
wells. These reborn people could not be content with what was old; 
they were ambitious to change the face of the land and its climate by 
planting forests. 

Planting trees was, in fact, a veritable rite, indispensable to entering 
into contact with the land . 17 The Jewish National Fund and the Jew¬ 
ish Agency saw it as a sacred act leading to the redemption of the land. 
Hebrew educational institutions supported these bodies’ activities; 
their children raised money for this purpose. The Jewish festival of 
Tu Bishvat, the New Year of Trees, in January/February, was an occa¬ 
sion to speak about trees and to promote the fund’s mission to refor¬ 
est. The planting of trees became the central patriotic ritual of this fes¬ 
tival within Hebrew secular culture. Thus the religious and the secular 
intersected when it came to the land; any act concerning it took on 
highly religious significance. Before the birth of the State of Israel, the 
tree symbolized national renewal, the people’s taking root in the soil 
of the mother country. In Zionist memory, the land of Israel, w T hich 
had been covered with forests in antiquity, had become a desert dur¬ 
ing the absence of the Jews. Only their return would allow this desert 
to be transformed anew into cultivated land. The planting of trees 
symbolized this legitimate talcing of possession. 

The forest was also invested widi a memorial function for the living. 
Forests were named after individuals or groups. Memorializing the dead 
and reviving the nation, past and future, were united in order to confer a 
supreme significance on the act of planting. Knowing the religious signi¬ 
ficance of the memory of the dead in Judaism enables one to measure the 
importance accorded to reforestation. Such memorialization also natu¬ 
rally had a pragmatic side, since it sustained the planting activities of the 
Jewish National Fund. These forests, bearing the names of great figures 
in the movement, became Zionist historical landmarks. And they reached 
the status of living memories when they were planted in honor of sol¬ 
diers who had died during Israel’s wars or as memorials for victims of the 
Holocaust. The forest/book of history, the forest as text, is thus spread 
out before the living so that they will remember, never forget. 
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The forest took its place in the pioneer’s struggle to overcome his 
own history, a history marked by exile, the Holy Land’s desolation, and 
by the hostility of nature, climate, and Arabs. In planting forests, the 
setders advanced their combat for the conquest of the land. The for¬ 
est was their victory. Literature itself clearly echoed this symbolism. 
Eliezer Smally’s novel The People of Genesis, published in 1933, in the 
midst of the pioneering period, and Abraham B. Yehoshua’s Facing the 
Forests , dating from 1968, after the creation of the State of Israel, both 
exploit this theme of the forest and its destruction by the Arabs (in¬ 
creasing their authors’ celebrity in the process). In the context of the 
Jewish-Arab and then the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the uprooting or 
the burning of trees and forests—bearers of national memory, symbols 
of collective identity, markers of ownership of a contested land—were 
inevitably acts of war. 

This type of sabotage was quite frequent in the years of the Arab re¬ 
volt between 1936 and 1939. Later, in the 1980s and 1990s, forests and 
orchards once again became important factors in antagonisms between 
Israelis and Palestinians within the context of the appropriation of new 
territories. Israel and its setders planted trees to mark their setdements, 
and so did the Palestinians to avoid the confiscation of their lands by 
Israeli authorities. The stakes were the same as at the start of coloni¬ 
zation: possession of the land, of a land that always slipped away. And 
if one side opted for a strategy of reforestation, the other initiated a 
counterstrategy of destruction: the Intifada against the trees. As in the 
past, the Jewish National Fund relaunched its planting campaign, 
which it called “Tree for Tree.” On Tu Bishvat in 1989, after the burn¬ 
ing of the forests of Carmel, it called for the replacement of a million 
charred trees with the planting of three million new trees. Conversely, 
the Israelis uprooted 170,000 trees on the West Bank between 1987 and 
1994. 18 Forests remain on the front line in the long historical struggle 
for the conquest of the land. 

Of course, the strategies for mastering space varied from one period 
to another, but the principle remained constant: a close combination 
of the symbolic and the pragmatic, as if the former always had to come 
to the rescue of the latter and compensate for the material insufficiency 
of the lands actually possessed by the Jews. The glorification of the land 
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as such was overblown compared with the reality of the land. Did sal¬ 
vation really depend upon it? The pioneers had arrived in Palestine 
with a narrative as their luggage: the biblical story. Their profound de¬ 
sire was to move from the symbolic to the real through contact with 
the land and to create a new place where that would be possible. This 
explains their estrangement from the spiritual center of Jerusalem, 
their distrust of towns, and the tropism that pushed them irresistibly 
toward new lands: wild and uninhabited lands . 19 A real (re)birth could 
only take place in an elsewhere not occupied by the idea, not deflow¬ 
ered by the founding story. At the same time, though, this story nour¬ 
ished the pioneering act, irrigated it, guided it, and rooted it in a land 
that until then had been known only through the narrative. 

For some people, in fact, the land of Israel remained largely an idea. 
This was the case with Ahad Ha-Am, for example, who thought the 
pioneer ideal was impracticable because of the Arab presence; for pol¬ 
itics and economics, he preferred America. But this was also true of 
the pioneers themselves, since it was largely from the idea that they 
drew the strength necessary to renew ties with the land. It was through 
the Bible that these new conquerors took possession of their territory; 
this is why they tried to find the remains of ancient Hebrew settle¬ 
ments behind the Arab names of villages. The pioneers, then the na¬ 
tive residents who succeeded them, regilded the Bible’s blazon and 
brought it back to center stage as a source of inspiration. They thus 
broke with the centuries of religious tradition in exile that had focused 
on the Talmud and its study—and invented a secular religiosity ori¬ 
ented toward Scripture. The Bible entered the school curriculum of 
the Jewish Palestinian community. 

David Ben-Gurion did not consider himself only a politician, but 
also a propagator and interpreter of the Bible. According to him, only a 
Jew living on and working Israel’s soil could truly understand Scrip¬ 
ture . 20 Only intimate familiarity with the geographical, climatic, and his¬ 
torical specificity of this land, only the lived experience of the bond with 
this land, could offer the means for a clear understanding of the text. 
For Ben-Gurion, the Bible was neither simply the source of a Jewish 
philosophy or ethics, or of a universal humanism, nor simply a docu¬ 
ment endowed with scientific authority about the land and its inhabi- 
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tants. In addition, the Bible was the common denominator of the con¬ 
struction of the renewed Jewish state, able to serve the unity of a Jew¬ 
ish people returned to their land. It was a purveyor of heroes. It taught 
the future of the Jewish nation. 

And so new settlements were given ancient Hebrew names. This 
Hebraization was a ransom, a redemption, but it also contributed to 
assuring the primacy of the language and of the word, and hence re¬ 
sulted in deterritorialization, the possession of the land through the 
word. For example, in the Negev, a desert region, devoid of a historic 
tradition really able to furnish any inspiration, between 1949 and 1950 
Hebrew names were given to some 533 geographic sites, between Eilat 
in the south and the Ein Gedi-Gaza line in the north. 21 Of these, 120 
took historical names and 50 were named after biblical characters; for 
the remainder, Arab names were translated or given a Hebrew form ac¬ 
cording to phonetic resemblance. Also translated into Hebrew were 
Arab names for topographic features, for plants and animals, and any¬ 
thing else intimately linked with the land and landscape. The language 
of the Bible, a resuscitated language, thus redeemed and sanctified 
everything that could not be inserted into historical continuity. It puri¬ 
fied the land and guaranteed its conquest via naming, as if physical con¬ 
quest could not suffice. The name transformed the place into a text. 

In the process, the Bible acted naturally as a screen, paradoxically 
preventing spontaneous contact. New stories were superimposed on 
the initial story, recreating a territory that was not at all separate from 
the mythical land. Born of the Book, Zionist patriotism in turn fabri¬ 
cated other books, produced other readings in order both to support 
the primal myth of the land and to signpost the territory when it was 
still only at the planning stage. The territory itself was in turn wholly 
impregnated with these stories, penetrated with a spiritual and histor¬ 
ical depth that would become an integral part of it. This entanglement 
of the idea and the concrete weaves through the whole history of the 
land of Israel from the last decades of the nineteenth century on. It has 
also shaped the perception that Israeli society has had of itself down to 
our own day. Literature, cinema, songs, posters, history, geography, 
archeology, and textbooks—everything conspired in this ideational re¬ 
conquest of the land. 
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The Myths to the Rescue of the Land 

The literary evocation of the Hebrew worker living in a wooden hut, eat¬ 
ing Arab bread dipped in olive oil, underlined three changes: he was a 
worker, he was the true son of the land, and he did not eat in the Jewish 
manner . 22 The green olives, the olive oil, the soft cheese, the welcoming 
ceremonies of local populations, and the kaffiyeh (Arab headdress) all 
acquired a primordial semiotic status. The adoption of elements of 
Bedouin and fellahin cultures by members of various Jewish immigra¬ 
tion waves to Palestine also expressed the hold of nineteenth-century 
romantic norms and of stereotypes that confused Bedouin robes with 
those of biblical ancestors, for example. Engravings and illustrations 
reinforced this influence. The Bedouin offered a ready-made model for 
generating a positive attitude toward elements that would eventually be 
identified with the reality of the population and landscape. Non-Jewish 
Europeans visiting the region in the nineteenth century developed sim¬ 
ilar views. That immigrants would adopt this Western attitude toward 
the Near East is scarcely surprising, since they had already adopted a 
number of Western prejudices about the Jews themselves: that they 
were deprived of roots, physically weak, that they disliked manual la¬ 
bor, were alienated from nature, and so on. These generalizations and 
identifications were without much foundation, of course. But they al¬ 
lowed Zionists to advocate the transition, through agriculture, of the 
Diaspora Jew into the new Hebrew. Moreover, at the end of World 
War I, having done a good bit of work on the ground, the Zionists 
still believed they could create a national Jewish homeland in Palestine 
without arousing great opposition from the Arabs . 23 According to a 
theory then in vogue, the native fellahin were, in fact, no less than de¬ 
scendants of the ancient Hebrews who had been f orcibly converted to 
Islam by the Muslim conquerors. Certain Zionist leaders thought it 
was possible to assimilate them or to develop a proselytizing program 
among them. This desire to integrate the non-Jewish populations of 
the region was intimately linked to the desire to create a new Hebrew 
identity. To conquer Palestine presupposed a mastery not only of space 
but also of time. The Bedouin were perceived as the true children of 
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this land, and at the same time as an “inferior” and “savage” population. 
The Zionist settlers were there to regenerate the land that belonged 
to these people, whose food, habits, attitudes, and music simultane¬ 
ously expressed courage, loyalty, roots, and an exalted “primitiveness.” 
By seeking to resemble them, the pioneers were really appropriating 
a land that they knew only through an idea. Inversely, regenerating this 
land through Jewish work was another way of appropriating it while re¬ 
generating oneself. In a similar vein, women writers of the first wave of 
immigration to Palestine such as Hemdah Ben-Yehuda and Nehamah 
Pukhachewsky also preached in favor of an expansion of settlement and 
the emergence of a modern, liberated Jewish woman in this new set¬ 
ting . 24 The land and its men were endowed with all virtues, ancient and 
new. The land whose soil was beginning to be trod was still a Promised 
Land, capable of metamorphosing its men and liberating its women. 

The characters of the “realist” and optimistic literature that devel¬ 
oped in parallel with pioneering were quite naturally credited with the 
same qualities praised in biblical heroes . 25 Completely realized human 
beings, in perfect communion with nature, they looked toward the 
future. Zeev Javetz’s young heroes in Excursion to the Country (1891), 
Swords into Plowshares (1893), and so on, frequently cross biblical sites on 
the hikes that bring them into contact with nature in the motherland. 
Descriptions of Palestinian landscapes lyrically idealize the land, giving 
meaning to the setders’ taking possession of it. They remodel space and 
time, transforming them into imaginary, timeless, atopian realms . 26 All 
drese stories begin by describing the profound attachment of the pio¬ 
neers to the soil they tread; plots come later. Jewish Palestinian writers of 
the second generation, weighed down with the baggage of literary tradi¬ 
tions from eastern Europe even when they confess their uprootedness, 
express unbounded admiration for this land, which gives them a sense 
of being anchored and of belonging. Thus Meir Wilkanski in Bi-Tmei 
ha-Aliyyah (The Era of Immigration [1935]) evokes in almost prophetic 
terms the redemptive experience that the soil, sky, and language of this 
new land give him. With its naive dramatization of pioneering, this liter¬ 
ature (which prospered in the 1920s and 1930s, but also in the 1950s and 
later) is far from reflecting reality. Rather, it expresses the enthusiasm of 
young authors who had decided to live in the world of their dreams. 


170 Metamorphoses 

In the choice of plots and characters for their fictions, they re¬ 
sponded to the requirements of pioneering Zionism and illustrated in 
some way the great themes of its propaganda. Writers were perceived 
as an organic part of the national body; 27 they were the principal cre¬ 
ators of myths. People expected the literature they produced to sustain 
in a didactic sense the new settlers’ confidence in their acts and their 
beliefs. Fiction and theater in the Jewish Palestinian community at its 
beginnings, and then in the 1940s and 1950s, were distinguished by 
their engagement and their documentary fidelity rather than by their 
universalism. The writers of this naive tradition projected reality onto 
the framework of their vision, judging that it should be promoted in 
that way. They addressed their message to the Diaspora in order to en¬ 
large the Zionist dream, as illustrated by the books of Aaron Abraham 
Kabak, Between the Sea and the Desert (1932-33) and of Asher Barash, 
Gardeners (1937-38). Readers, whether they lived in Palestine or in the 
Diaspora, discovered and interpreted reality through the representa¬ 
tions this literature offered. Even journalistic accounts were perme¬ 
ated with enthusiasm for the land and its workers, and for the new 
conquerors’ heroism in the face of the local inhabitants. And so life 
was probably more touched by the texts than the texts were by life. 

Another literary current, later and quite different in nature, made 
the land of Israel the sole element in the new Hebrew identity. Led by 
the poet Yonatan Ratosh, a whole group of young writers, students, 
and journalists, called the “Canaanites,” who had been active during 
the War of Independence (some had been members of clandestine 
right-wing organizations), expressed radical views about what was ex¬ 
pected of a new Hebrew culture in their journal Aleph. 28 They were re¬ 
ally advocating the construction of a Hebrew identity that was funda¬ 
mentally dissociated from Jewish identity: while Jewish identity was 
perceived as essentially religious, with no link whatsoever with the 
land or its history, the Hebrew identity the Canaanites called for was 
shared, according to them, with all the inhabitants of the Middle East, 
by virtue of their past and their common local roots. The Hebrew na¬ 
tion had to define itself in terms of territory because it was perfectly 
identified with the land of Israel, with the past, and with the culture 
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of this country. Inversely, what had no roots in this territory, or had 
not been nourished by it, like Islamic culture or the Jewish culture of 
the Diaspora, in no way belonged to it. Very critical of Jewish litera¬ 
ture of the Diaspora and of its Palestinian disciples, the Canaanites ac¬ 
cused the latter of betraying or ignoring the authentic Hebrew values 
of courage and strength, which were tied to the soil, to the people, 
and to the history of the land of Israel. 

The return to one’s roots came about through a voyage of initiation in 
childhood. A story by Benjamin Tammuz, “Between Eden and Ophir” 
which appeared in Aleph, tells of the return of the author to his child¬ 
hood, which is at the same time a crossing of ancient Palestine and its 
landscapes. A number of other stories exploit the same theme. As land 
of childhood and as land of the past, the land of Israel fashions an iden¬ 
tity that cannot manage to be satisfied with the land in the present 
tense. This dissatisfaction makes it necessary to travel, which is the an¬ 
tithesis of the rootedness demanded by the ideologists of the move¬ 
ment. As a rule, this thirst for the past overwhelms the real or symbolic 
appropriation of the land, a land that it paradoxically renders foreign 
to those very people who possess it, or who, like the Canaanites, aspire 
to a Greater Israel. 

For the newly founded State of Israel was not going to suffice; the 
land remained incomplete, still promised. Of course, the Canaanites 
scarcely numbered more than twenty, but their social, cultural, and liter¬ 
ary influence in Israel was important. The peak of their success occurred 
in the 1950s, when their position coincided with views then in vogue 
within the Zionist movement, at a time when, after the War of Indepen¬ 
dence, people were expecting a cultural renaissance supported by young 
people within the new national framework. After the Six Day War, the 
encounter with the “historical” land of Israel (Judea and Samaria) gave 
a new significance to this search for roots. Literature reacted in its own 
way, giving birth to a type of story centered on the land of Israel, writ¬ 
ten in colloquial Hebrew, set in the region’s landscape and in the pre¬ 
sent, and linked to the land’s history, as if conquest did not suffice to 
confer legitimacy on possession, as if the text always had to come to its 
rescue. The text was present both before the conquest and after it. 
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During the Arab riots of 1936, the posters of both left- and right- 
wing political parties in Palestine called for activism. The activism of 
the Jewish pioneers was highly praised and contrasted with traditional 
Jewish passivity. For the left, activism is the strengthening of colo¬ 
nization; for the right, it meant war and vengeance. The great revolt 
of the Jews against the Romans that had ended in 70 C.E. with the de¬ 
struction of the Second Temple, the rebellion of Bar-Kokhba in 132-35 
C.E., and the brave first generation of the Zionist pioneers were jointly 
exalted as illustrations of the people’s past valor, as a guarantee for the 
future, and as an exhortation to current combatants. The goal of the 
struggle was the Promised Land. For the right, this land belonged to 
Jews in its entirety and not an inch of it should be given up; for the 
left, Israel was affianced to the land by an eternal betrothal. In the 
posters, the future was no longer historical but suprahistorical; it was 
an endless period during which the Jewish people would inhabit its 
land in security (for the left) and without renouncing the smallest 
patch (for the right). National identity and the historical past, focused 
on the land and now annexed by political parties, thus founded a na¬ 
tional myth that was peopled with the heroes of yesterday, becoming 
a party myth for activism in the present. 

In Palestinian Hebrew songs before independence, land and coun¬ 
tryside were one. The songs’ privileged setting was the agrarian colony. 
They were addressed to students as well as workers, sung to accom¬ 
pany both marches and labor. Centered on the summits of pioneering, 
this music quickly detached itself from the Diaspora, to which it con¬ 
veyed the local ideal and in which attachment to landscape occupied a 
central place. 29 In her work before 1967, the singer Naomi Shemer, the 
heir of this tradition, exalted the land of Israel through the figures of 
the hiker and the soldier, and evoked the impatience and fears of a 
young lover waiting for her beloved soldier. It exalted also the work 
and memories of the generation of builders. Later, her songs took a 
more ideological turn, a change already perceptible in her “Yerusha- 
layim shel Zahav” (Jerusalem the Golden), though it was written be¬ 
fore the Six Day War. Her tone became more solemn: the land was no 
longer represented by the colors of its flowers or peaceful fauna; it be¬ 
came the portion of David and the heritage of Jesse’s son. Thus even 
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after the legitimacy conferred by the foundation of a state, even after 
victory, legitimation by the founding Text still proved necessary. In 
her late work, Naomi Shemer slid toward a pseudo-mystical tone that 
was almost messianic. With the conquest in 1967 of the heart of an¬ 
cient Israel, the call of the sacred was heard once again—as if the real 
land, finally possessed, still eluded reality. In these songs, the authen¬ 
tic land, the exalted land of Israel, was not revealed on the ground, on 
the surface of things, or in the landscape, but rather in hidden depths. 
This evolution in Naomi Shemer’s songs is in tune with that of Pales¬ 
tinian, then Israeli, Jewish society as a whole. Ineluctably, it seems, there 
was a slide from the concrete to the abstract, from the quotidian to the 
solemn, culminating in the apocalyptic. Listening closely to the work of 
this singer, whose themes and longevity are significant, one observes 
that the landscape itself does not appear as real but as a substitute for 
reality. One does not sense any real encounter with it, no adherence; 
landscape is scarcely more than a picture postcard. The land’s reality is 
filtered through the Text, which does not support it. The Text is self- 
sufficient, whereas reality needs the Text in order to exist. The Text pre¬ 
cedes the land, creates it, and obscures it. 

But the culture of the native does exalt contact with the land. It is 
not by chance that the native is referred to by the Hebrew term tsabar 
(sabra) derived from Arabic and meaning literally “cactus.” A plant 
growing out of an ungrateful and rebellious soil, emblematic of a 
landscape that the Zionists wanted at all costs for the new Jew to be¬ 
come an integral part of when he finally acquired roots, the cactus is a 
spiny plant, but it gives fruit with a creamy heart. Nevertheless, it is a 
plant of aridity', of the desert, of this non-place that is the site of the 
Book’s revelation. . . . Could the sabra still be, despite or because of 
the name he bears, the Jew of the non-place, of the unsatisfied quest 
for a habitable land, for a land that could at last grip him by the feet 
and could also prevent him from gazing on high? The expectation was 
immense and the desire for an anchor very strong. The contemporary 
poet Saul Tchernichowsky wrote: “Man is only a little bit of earth/ 
Man is only the reflection of his country’s landscape.” The Promised 
Land had to become the mother country at all costs. Not only did the 
pioneers redeem the landscape, but they also wanted it to nourish 
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their children, secure them to the land in a carnal, not abstract, con¬ 
tact. How could such a demand be satisfied, however, when the accu¬ 
mulated layers of symbolic sedimentation, enriched by the Zionists 
themselves as religious laymen, continued to interpose themselves be¬ 
tween the land and humans? 

Hikes were considered an essential educational activity. The famous 
tiyul (excursion), the only concrete way of knowing the country and 
establishing direct contact with its nature, was elevated into a ritual 
practice well before the creation of the State of Israel. Schools and 
youth movements soon gave it a prominent place, developing the cus¬ 
tom of the annual excursion. In the 1950s, the Society for the Protec¬ 
tion of Nature was founded, a sort of Israeli equivalent to the Euro¬ 
pean Green movement. 30 It assembled Israelis of different political 
tendencies who were concerned about the quality of life and the preser¬ 
vation of the country’s natural and historical heritages. It offered classes 
in geography and the natural sciences, and provided various services 
in the areas of tourism, environmental research, and the protection of na¬ 
ture. The hikes it organized became almost a national ritual. Its guides’ 
“uniforms” recalled those of the Palmah 31 and later those of the youth 
movements, enabling these guides to feel rooted in the environment 
and also letting the hikers they accompanied share in this sentiment. 
Similarly, the guides used Arab words in their commentaries, baked 
Bedouin bread {pita) in the open air, prepared herbal tea, and told 
their audiences stories borrowed from Bedouin folklore. Although the 
Bedouin were people of the desert, and originally nomads, it was, more¬ 
over, by imitating their way of life—already so privileged, as we have 
seen, by the first pioneers—that these Israeli guides and hikers per¬ 
suaded themselves that they were fixed in this soil that they were tra¬ 
versing in all directions. Are we still witnessing here the no-man’s-land 
as land of belonging, and the voyage as a sign of being anchored? In 
periods of tension, the hike continued to strengthen the bond with the 
land and to assure a Jewish presence in regions actually uninhabited 
by Jews. Its other aim was to show the Jewish presence in the land of 
Israel as an overall historical reality to those who practiced it; it reas¬ 
sured the Israeli about his right to this land. It gave individuals an oc¬ 
casion to underscore their personal identities as well as their national 
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identities and to mark their territory. From the beginning, this prac¬ 
tice, like other rituals, reinforced the connection between people and 
land, and reaffirmed its legitimacy' without ever really erasing its am¬ 
biguity. This ambiguity equally marked the relationship established 
between culture and nature. 

For identical reasons, geography occupied a central place in educa¬ 
tion. For a long time, the geography of the land of Israel had re¬ 
mained the prerogative of non-Jews, and the first sign of Jewish inter¬ 
est in this discipline dated in fact from the work of Abraham Moses 
Luncz, who starting in 1882 published a series of thirteen volumes en¬ 
titled Jerusalem , consisting of articles on history and geography of the 
land of Israel (including topography, archeology, the history of the 
Jewish community in Palestine, etc.). 32 Over twenty-one years, Luncz 
also published the Luah Erets Tisrnel (Almanac of the Land of Israel), 
designed for a wider audience. In 1918, at the end of World War I, the 
Hebrew Society for the Study of the Land of Israel and Its Antiquities 
was reestablished. 

In fact, from the beginning of colonization, geography was a prime 
educational concern of the new Yishuv. During this first period, end¬ 
ing in 1918, the geography of the land of Israel, like the study of the 
Hebrew language, became, in the hands of these idealists, one of the 
major tools in the education system. 33 It was studied through the length 
of the school curriculum: in elementary classrooms, it was integrated 
into the general curriculum; in intermediate classrooms, it was tellingly 
called moledet (homeland), and it became geography properly speaking 
in higher grades. 34 This teaching was based on experience, on direct ob¬ 
servation, field trips, and the tiyul —but in its content, as in its pedagogy, 
it remained marked by a strong European influence. 

A second period, running from 1918 to 1948, was characterized by 
the subject’s politicization and by the strengthened ideological orien¬ 
tation of Hebrew-Zionist education. The land of Israel now lay at the 
core of education. An educational ideology of “knowledge of the land” 
(yediat ha-arets) was developed, bringing the child to experience the land 
as homeland on both intellectual and emotional levels, making it an es¬ 
sential element in the development of the child’s personality. The New 
Hebrew had to feel rooted. This rootedness was procured by excursions 
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and instruction in the nature, population, and history of the land of 
Israel. The moledet , or “homeland,” course became the kernel of the ed¬ 
ucational system and other disciplines were subordinated to it. At this 
time, professional geographers began to appear, but the teaching they 
helped shape aimed at relaying the pioneer and Zionist message. Dur¬ 
ing the British Mandate, the moledet was no longer merely a discipline 
but an overall educational ideology. It dealt with the natural aspects of 
the countryside (the soil, flora, and fauna), combined with the history 
of man’s interaction with his environment (forms of colonization or 
agriculture)—all laden with strong nationalist connotations. The stress 
was placed on the link between the succession of seasons, the different 
times in country life, national festivals, and sometimes certain sites and 
national historical events. Classroom study was complemented by prac¬ 
tical experiments, such as growing certain seasonal vegetables in the 
school garden, or by excursions to significant sites on dates of sym¬ 
bolic importance. This course aimed to instill a strong emotional rela¬ 
tionship between the pupil and the spatial and temporal dimensions 
of collective identity, to strengthen the children’s love for their nation 
and, after 1948, for their state. The essential objective was to anchor 
young Jews solidly in the soil of Palestine, simultaneously the land of 
their ancestors, the site of the birth of the Hebrew nation, their mother 
country, and the natural place for creating an authentic Jewish mater¬ 
ial and spiritual culture. 

Land and homeland were united to prepare the terrain for the 
foundation of the future state. The teaching of “homeland” and geog¬ 
raphy was not a simple transmission of knowledge from one genera¬ 
tion to another; rather, it relayed the values and social norms of the 
Zionist movement, whether from its right wing or its left wing. It was 
not until the 1970s and 1980s that “homeland” acquired the status of a 
systematic discipline. When one analyzes the textbooks used over one 
century in Zionist education, one finds four types of author. First, 
there was the European, who looked at a Levantine land with the eye 
of a colonist. Next came the Zionist idealist, who insisted on the re¬ 
turn of the Jews to the land of the patriarchs and on nostalgia for his¬ 
torical sites and for the text, and who wanted to link students with the 
remains of the past scattered on this land, which he described as fer- 
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tile, and thus as it had formerly been, in the hope that the immigration 
of millions of Jews would restore it to its ancient grandeur. A third type 
of author, the practical Zionist, who came after the preceding one, was 
attached to this land’s present and emphasized what was being built 
under Zionist influence, which had the power to modify the landscape 
and to create something from nothing—often stressing the importance 
of the return to agrarian work and to the rural life. The man of science, 
finally, who elaborated textbooks according to objective scientific cri¬ 
teria, appeared only rath er late in the sweep of time. 

In the search for roots, archaeology played a role no less important 
than geography. The digs were a descent into the inmost depths of the 
earth, a means of finding oneself there, under the ground, a means of 
finding one’s kin and reestablishing the chain that had been broken 
above ground. Archeology helped to put names on sites and to redis¬ 
cover concrete places behind names charged with a powerful symbolic 
and historic significance. 35 In the 1930s, archaeology was used in po¬ 
litical debate, since it was now a matter of demonstrating the conti¬ 
nuity of Jewish settlement in the land of Israel, of proving the Jewish 
character of areas that a land-sharing plan would have left to the Arabs, 
of confirming the Bible’s historicity, and especially of highlighting the 
bond between Jewish inhabitants and their land, underlining the terri¬ 
torial aspects of Jewish life in the land of Israel. Until recently, archeo¬ 
logical research was essentially devoted to those periods in which the 
Jewish presence in Palestine could easily be demonstrated. 36 Thus it 
served to confer a new historical depth on modern Jewish setdement. 
Sites dating from the period of the Second Temple, the key period when 
Palestine still remained the center of the Jewish world, despite the ex¬ 
istence of a significant Diaspora, were essential from this standpoint: 
they furnished the needed symbols. Significantly, the first Jewish dig 
took place in Tiberias in Galilee—because Galilee had become the heart 
of Jewish Palestine after the Bar-Kokhba revolt. And while archeolo¬ 
gists and historians were actively devoted to the study of the Davidic 
kingdom and the periods of the Second Temple, of the Mishnah and 
the Talmud, they were in contrast, not particularly interested in later 
periods, which were parenthetical, in a sense, in the history of the Jew¬ 
ish people on its land. 
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Another essential cultural product that was mobilized was the cin¬ 
ema, whose mission was to explain the experience of the Palestinian 
Jewish community to the outside world, to the Jews of the Diaspora, 
to world opinion—and to educate the young. Cinema sustained the 
efforts of the nation builders and transmitted something of this new 
contact with the land to those who were constrained to live the expe¬ 
rience through someone else and at a distance. It was a privileged vec¬ 
tor of Zionist propaganda. The Zionists were, of course, not the first 
to resort to the cinema to promote their cause; nationalisms of all 
stripes have done the same. But any originality in Zionist cinematic 
propaganda lies in the fact that it crystallized precisely around the 
land. People wanted at all costs to believe, and have it believed, that 
the land was effectively primordial for those Jews who had freshly ar¬ 
rived on a land that had only been promised and was still to be con¬ 
quered. The less the land is there, the more fervent the quest for it. 
The less it exists in reality, the more it is represented. Eretz Israel Res¬ 
urrected, directed by Yaacov Ben-Dov in 1921, curiously stresses the 
land and not its redeemers: 37 there are no human faces, but only dis¬ 
tant figures, people who exist only as members of a group, in images 
dominated by the landscape, which is the true protagonist of the film 
and furnishes the context for any dialogue. A few years later, in 1927, 
in The Pioneer , Natan Axelrod placed the halutz at the center of his 
film. But in Oded the Wanderer dating from 1933, the directors Hayim 
Halahmi and Natan Axelrod were once again more preoccupied with 
the landscape of the Jezreel Valley than with the main character’s tor¬ 
mented face. In 1933, The Pioneers, directed by Alexander Ford, exalted 
the Spartan virtues of the halutzim as against a cafe society so alien to 
these people of the land. The first talking film in Hebrew bore the tide 
This Is the Land (1935); this documentary by Baruch Agadati is about 
the history of the Jewish Palestinian community since the arrival of the 
first pioneers in the 1880s. It has its characters enter a biblical land¬ 
scape, shows the difficulties faced by the settlers, and calls on exiles to 
come back. Another film of this period. Labor, takes the search for wa¬ 
ter as its theme. It ends with a victory, the pioneers marching together 
behind the flag. 
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In 1935 , the year of the Nuremberg Laws, a Zionist propaganda 
film was shown in Berlin: The Lund of Promise. Subsequently, it toured 
the world, and in the early years of the State of Israel, it was still be¬ 
ing shown to schoolchildren and immigrants in transit camps. Even 
today, most of the documentaries dealing with the pre-state history 7 of 
Israel make use of this film, in which the land is introduced in biblical 
terms, youth is a dominant element, and the songs emphasize a bond 
with the land that is at the foun dation of everything. A land in decline, 
separated from its people, is tamed by the descendants of this people; 
it is revived by water and by the work of their hands, culminating in 
scenes of harvest. The formula “long-neglected fruitfulness” recurs in 
the English version. All these films center on the land, on agriculture, 
and “productivization of the land” through work. This profound de¬ 
sire for symbiosis between land and inhabitants continued to be ex¬ 
pressed well after the state’s foundation. In a documentary produced 
in 1965, In Jerusalem , the population is depicted as living in full har¬ 
mony with the nature of this city—because it is an integral part of it. 
Nature, history, and myth are repeatedly interwoven. 


The Land of Historians 

History was also an indispensable tool in the (re)creation of the land. 
Here again, the Zionists’ approach was no exception: many other peo¬ 
ples have made use of history, and we know the role played by his¬ 
torians in general in forging national communities. In this instance, 
though, it was not just a matter of glorifying a people’s past, of exalt¬ 
ing its exploits, of drawing the map of its memorial sites. Zionist his¬ 
toriography organized itself around a national territory from which 
the national community had been physically removed for centuries, 
and in which it was trying once more to take root. History’s role was 
to help to establish a people on soil that was foreign to it, to legitimize 
this settlement, to make its contours and borders more precise, and 
thus to sketch a new national identity. Founded upon reminiscences 
and symbols of a fundamentally religious nature, it was articulated 
around a double negation: negation of the Arabs, another people, who 
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were already present, and negation of the Diaspora, the unjustified ab¬ 
sence of the Jewish people from their land. 

It was through the Idea that the land had to be (re)born. It was 
scarcely possible to deny outright the Arabs and Palestinians, who 
were well and truly there and possessed a large part of the territory. 
Instead, it was necessary to make the Jewish presence go back into the 
mists of time and to assert that it was uninterrupted. Primacy, antiq¬ 
uity, and continuity lent legitimacy to the conquest and resettlement 
that were under way. In spatial terms, Jewishness had to be seen as 
naturally linked to Zion and, in temporal terms, as a continuous, eter¬ 
nal entity. It was not sufficient to buy parcels of land; the land still had 
to be appropriated and internalized so that it was an integral part of 
the identity not only of new immigrants but also of Jews still in the 
Diaspora, who could be considered future settlers or future Zionists. 
It was necessary to transform the Jews into a nation in the modern 
sense of the word. History and historiography were mobilized to 
achieve this; historians engaged in this enterprise did not have to act 
under the orders of some official leadership or established regime— 
which might have made possible the emergence of a counterculture. 
On the contrary, they were themselves active Zionists, writing history 
with their convictions. It was Zionist historiography^ responsibility to 
establish the existence of a nation before nationalism and to demon¬ 
strate the unity and continuity of this national existence in all times 
and places. Contemporary Jews were the direct successors of the an¬ 
cient Hebrew nation, and the land of Israel was their cradle. Their re¬ 
turn to the land of Israel was at the same time their return into history, 
since to the Zionist mind, exile also meant exile outside history . 38 His¬ 
torians were charged with (re)creating the land of (re)rootedness. 
One of the striking traits of Zionist doctrine was the preponderant 
role it gave humans as creators both of their land and of their destiny: 
a divine role, yet secularized. The historical “school” of Jerusalem in 
the 1930s therefore tried to reconstruct the history of the people of 
Israel around a fixed center: the land of Israel. Thus, in 1935, there ap¬ 
peared in Jerusalem the first issues of the Hebrew scholarly journal 
Zion, still today the symbol of the historiographic establishment. Its 
opening declaration asserted the centrality of historical study. This 
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journal quickly became a means of cultivating a new kind of thinking. 
Jewish history was by no means only that of an ethnic or religious 
group, but that of a unique nation, born on the soil of the land of Israel. 
Zionism needed history to prove that the Jews really did constitute 
an entity and that there had been no break whatsoever between ancient 
Israel and Judea and modern Jewry. 

Antiquity, in Zionist collective memory, was that privileged mo¬ 
ment in history when the Hebrew nation flourished on its soil and en¬ 
joyed an autonomous political, social, and cultural life. It was exile 
that introduced the decisive historical break. The new historiography 
therefore adopted the traditional articulation between Zion and exile, 
corresponding to two types of Jewish experience that were clearly dif¬ 
ferentiated. Rabbinic Judaism, however, used other forms of peri¬ 
odization, based on the evolution of the Law and the succession of its 
masters. Moreover, while from a traditional perspective, the two con¬ 
cepts had once been interdependent, Zionism turned them into irre¬ 
ducible opposites. The land as an absolute positive could only exist 
against exile as an absolute negative. And so Zionism emerged as the 
negation of exile. Whereas ancient times had been those of ties to the 
land, exile was the loss of those ties. Antiquity was the Golden Age of 
the nation to which the Zionists aspired to return. The authentic roots 
of the people were buried there and could be recovered: the national 
spirit, the Hebrew identity, the Hebrew language, the homeland, and 
all the attributes of an independent nation. In Zionist historical mem¬ 
ory, the ancient Hebrews had formed a proud nation, solidly an¬ 
chored in the land of their fathers. They tilled its soil, understood its 
nature, and were ready to fight for their liberty and to die for it if nec¬ 
essary. A beautiful romantic image, constructed as the counterimage 
of exile, the source of inspiration for the new day and age. 

Secular Hebrew culture was particularly interested in the Second 
Temple period, with its wars of liberation against the more numerous 
forces of the occupier, like the Maccabees’ war against the Syrians or 
the Judeans’ wars against the Romans. Figures of antiquity like Judas 
Maccabaeus or Bar-Kokhba, even when the revolts they led had ended 
in bloody failures, were set up as historical models for settlers and pio¬ 
neering youth. Disaster and defeat were obscured; only heroism was 
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remembered. These fierce battles were the proof that Judea had not 
fallen through indifference or for lack of patriotic zeal, but that until 
the last moment the Jews had desperately fought for their soil and for 
their liberty. From now on, commemorations of these ancient wars of 
liberation tended to attenuate their religious dimension in order to 
advance their national and political significance, with which Zionist 
settlers could identify. Had they not left exile of their own free will to 
return to the land of their ancestors and to free it from the foreign 
yoke? In the light of these ancient examples, the Judeo-Palestinian 
conflict took on eminent meaning. The pioneers were today’s secular 
redeemers. 

Zionism turned toward ancient heroes who had been traditionally 
deprecated; it rehabilitated the Zealots, the Sicarii , 39 and the Biryonim . 40 
By reviving a dormant memory, it counted on triumphing over exile and 
its bad influence. It offered these examples as models to pioneer youth, 
while marginalizing Jews of the Diaspora who could not claim this 
heroic ancestry. The new Palestinian Jew was a re-creation: he had to 
adopt a genealogy in line with his aspirations. He referred to himself as 
an ivri (“Hebrew”) precisely in order simultaneously to attach himself di¬ 
rectly to the ancient Hebrew past of this land and to dissociate himself 
from theyehudi , the Jew of exile. Now there was only Hebrew youth, He¬ 
brew literature, and Hebrew language. Hebrewness was the natural fruit 
of the refound land. The sabra, the native, knew no fear, timidity, or, of 
course, weakness; he was the antithesis of the Diaspora Jew, the opposite 
of the exiled Jew. He was Hebrew and not Jewish. He had returned to 
the land; he had roots. This was a largely imaginary construction, of 
course, since the new Hebrew culture could never totally emancipate it¬ 
self from exilic influences. The new immigrants were pressured to aban¬ 
don their original languages and cultures and to accept the values and 
norms of the new Hebrew culture. The famous melting pot that was 
long the Zionist credo had no tiling to do with multiculturalism; on the 
contrary, it implied acceptance of a single, sovereign model. And the fail¬ 
ure of the enterprise would be as great as the hopes it had aroused. 

Of course, Zionist aspirations for renewal and homogeneity were not 
fundamentally different from those that fed other nationalist move¬ 
ments or other nation-states. In this case, what attracts attention is the 
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zeal applied to erase exile, as if the only thing that counted was the re¬ 
ality and continuity of the presence of the people on their land. The 
Zionist periodization and reconstruction of Jewish history, clearly se¬ 
lective, were very revealing from this point of view. For example, Ben- 
Gurion maintained against all evidence that the Jewish tribes had 
never gone to Egypt, that they had remained loyal to their soil, that 
only Joseph’s family had left for a while, that the founder of the new 
faith, Moses, had forged monotheism in the desert, that it was Joshua 
who then spread it among the tribes of Israel that had remained in 
Canaan. ... Interest in the ancient history of Israel, so strong in Zion¬ 
ist historiography, accommodated itself to much deliberate ignorance: 
about the exile of the ten tribes of the northern kingdom in 722 b.c.e. 
and about the long periods in which Hebrews and then Judeans lived 
under Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and Roman domination. Similarly, 
the case of Jewish self-defense in the Middle Ages, during exile itself, 
was elided.. In the Zionist vision, the long, dark night of exile was pre¬ 
ceded by a luminous, flourishing pre-exile (antiquity) and was fol¬ 
lowed by an equally luminous and flourishing post-exile (the national 
renaissance). From dispersal resulted the loss of contact with the land, 
from which originated spiritual and political degeneration. Exile was 
purely negative: the absence of land. Inversely, from this essentially 
binary perspective, once the link with an ideal antiquity had been re¬ 
newed, there could be nothing more positive than return to the land 
of Israel. 

From this perspective, to reduce the historical length of the exile, 
seen as a parenthesis, was a necessity. Thus, in his monumental work in 
several volumes, Tisrael ba-Golah (Israel in Exile [1926-66]), Benzion 
Dinur, one of the leaders of the Jerusalem historical school, resolutely 
distanced himself from the commonly admitted periodization of Jewish 
history in order to make the exile begin in the seventh century, at the 
time of the Muslim conquest of Palestine. Generations of historians 
would follow his example. Far from admitting, as is ordinarily the case, 
that the dispersal began with the destructions of the First and then Sec¬ 
ond Temple and with the end of Jewish sovereignty, Dinur attributed 
to the Arabs the responsibility for the historic uprooting of the Jews 
from the Holy Land—and so Zionism had a natural justification for the 


1 84 Metamorphoses 

legitimate return of this despoiled property to its first owners. At the 
other end of the chain, Dinur made the era of renewal begin, not dur¬ 
ing the Enlightenment or during the French Revolution, but in the 
second half of the seventeenth century, in the time of the Sabbatean 
crisis and the immigration to Palestine of Yehuda Hasid Ha-Levi and 
his disciples. We know that Zionism clearly distinguished itself from 
the messianic fevers of the type initiated by Sabbatai Tsevi. But by mak¬ 
ing this the point of departure, Dinur stressed the popular nostalgia 
for Zion that for him preceded and prepared the way for political 
Zionism. The objective of similar manipulations was to contract the 
period of exile (now reduced to ten centuries) and to stretch the peri¬ 
ods in which the nation actively manifested its tie with the land of Is¬ 
rael. For Dinur, the most stable point, the nodal point, in Jewish his¬ 
tory was really the land of Israel. The interpretation he gives of this 
history centers on the nation and seeks to demonstrate that the estab¬ 
lishment of a national homeland in Palestine was merely its natural 
and predetermined consequence. All of Jewish history is presented as 
preparation for this ultimate stage, and aspects that do not fit the mold 
or that are judged secondary are simply erased. 

After the foundation of Israel, the educational curriculum was adapted 
to the ideological presuppositions of Zionism in its state version. Text¬ 
books described Zionism as the most powerful and oldest current in 
the history of the Diaspora and tried to demonstrate that there had al¬ 
ways been a Zionist course of action. 41 Dinur, minister of education 
(1951-55) in the new Jewish state and supervisor of the writing of the 
curriculum, declared that Israel’s specificity was its particular histori¬ 
cal consciousness, now the heritage of the whole people, in addition 
to ethnic kinship and linguistic community. 42 For him there was no 
doubt that the consciousness of Jerusalem, the image of the Holy City 
and the links it had with Israel, constituted one of the organic elements 
of this historical consciousness. In classical and then medieval Jewish 
literature, he recalled, Zion and Jerusalem functioned as synonyms for 
Israel. Among the Prophets and in the Writings, they commonly re¬ 
ferred to the nation. Zion was Israel’s “mother.” This image, frequent 
in the Talmud, is unchanged, he tells us, in the writings of Jewish 
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thinkers of the Middle Ages. And the integration of this theme into 
liturgy itself proves to what extent, according to him, it really forms 
part of the consciousness of even the broadest social strata. What was 
more natural than for the modern national Jewish movement to have 
taken the name of the emblematic site of the nation (Zion/Zionism)? 
Any indication of the permanence of a Jewish “nationalism” active 
throughout history was thus piously pressed into service. Any other 
option, a Jewish Enlightenment movement or a non-national solu¬ 
tion, was seen as a deviation. 

In the state period, however, this representation of history was en¬ 
riched with a new dramatic dimension: the Holocaust was presented 
as the undeniable proof of the validity of Zionism, and the foundation 
of the state in the land of Israel as the ultimate realization of historic 
Jewish nationality. As a historian and educator, Dinur helped to set up 
this system. His interest in the pedagogy of the Holocaust also came 
from his wish to fix clearly the boundaries of Jewish historical mem¬ 
ory in the new state. After the state’s foundation, classroom texts 
stressed more than formerly the historic right of the Jews to Palestine, 
while denying the least right to the Arabs. Retrospectively and anachro- 
nistically, Zionism was considered the cornerstone of modern Jewish 
history, and the whole course of Jewish history was seen from this an¬ 
gle: the State of Israel was the telos of Jewish history, its happy end. 
The discourse current at the time clearly distinguished between vic¬ 
tims and heroes: the former in the Diaspora, the latter in the land of 
Israel. This dichotomy would recur, not only in textbooks, a monop¬ 
oly of the Ministry of Education, but also in rituals commemorating 
the Holocaust. The Israeli parliament decided in 1951 to dedicate a day 
of national commemoration not only to the victims of Nazism but also 
to Jewish resistance fighters. The history lesson they wanted to draw 
from these events was that Jewish passivity had had fatal consequences, 
whereas self-defense and resistance had been the glorious expression of 
national vitality. This juxtaposition served to strengthen the hierarchy of 
Zion, prime site of heroism, over the Diaspora, the prime site of shame¬ 
ful suffering. This retrospective projection would also profoundly affect 
the writing of Jewish history in the Diaspora, inasmuch as it became a 
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valley of tears, a sinister succession of persecutions, pogroms, and op¬ 
pressions. Even today, this lachrymose perspective marks the work of 
many historians and often dominates the interest of Jews and non-Jews 
alike in Jewish history. 

No doubt, Zionist historiography was far from being as monolithic 
as these pages might imply. Nationalist historians have not been the 
defenders of a single line of interpretation. But with the exception of 
Gershom G. Scholem, a specialist in Jewish mysticism, all have placed 
the nation—and the land—at the center of their studies. The creation of 
a new nation demanded the writing of a new history able durably to 
support the existence of Israel on its recovered land, a land that peo¬ 
ple wanted to have been—and wanted to see become again—eternally 
Jewish, in a quasi-religious and ahistorical aspiration to the absolute. 
To this end, historians adopted convenient concepts. Thus, systemi- 
cally, it is the Hebrew name Erets Yisrael, literally, “land of Israel,” that 
is used to refer to the region in all historical periods, including those 
when there were no longer any Jews in Palestine or when the territory 
was administered by other powers. Another concept constantly pressed 
into service is that of ally ah , literally, “ascent” a term that in Hebrew 
refers specifically to the migration of Jews to the land of Israel. This 
became the word used to refer to the five waves of Jewish immigration 
to Palestine approximately between 1882 and 1939 that are officially 
counted by historians. There is, in fact, a neutral term for emigration 
and immigration in Hebrew— hajyira —but its use is reserved for non- 
Jewish migratory movements or Jewish migrations that do not have 
the land of Israel as their destination. But the primary meaning of 
aliyah is religious. It referred first, in the ancient period, to the pil¬ 
grimages made by Israel three times a year to bring offerings and sac¬ 
rifices to the central sanctuary of Jerusalem. After the dispersal, aliyah , 
which is also the “ascent” of the believer to the reading of the Torah 
during synagogue services, refers to the departure of someone who out 
of religious concern wants to visit the Holy Land, or to die and be 
buried there. In taking up such terminology, Zionist historiographic 
discourse established a direct link between past and present and inex¬ 
tricably mixed the sacred and the profane. Any act of immigration to 
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Palestine took on, a posteriori, an ideological and Zionist significance— 
although we know that many immigrants never saw r themselves in this 
way, even if over the course of time they would eventually integrate 
certain elements of Zionist ideology into their identities. 

Even if the Jews had lived outside the land of Israel for two thou¬ 
sand years, for Dinur, it had never ceased to be the axis of national 
identity. Of course, in one period or other, other communities besides 
the one in Palestine had played a preponderant role in the Jewish world. 
But the land of Israel continued to be for all of them “a center of au¬ 
thority.” Finally and especially, in the hearts and minds of Jews, the land 
of Israel retained its unshakeable centrality, source of an inextinguish¬ 
able nostalgia. Its symbolic status was always kept high by a continuous 
Jewish presence on the soil of Palestine: a presence that depended on 
financial aid from the Diaspora, and that became ipso facto the common 
project of all Jews, whether they were inside or outside the land. This 
part of the nation that obstinately kept on living on ancestral soil was 
both the most persistent and the most resistant part. 


Negation of Exile, Negation of Self 

In such an approach to Jewish history, there is scarcely any place for 
the Diaspora. The negation of exile is, in fact, inseparable from Zion¬ 
ist discourse, but it really began to express itself well beforehand, in 
the Haskalah, the Jewish Enlightenment movement, as it developed 
in eastern Europe in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, which re¬ 
flected an unflattering image of traditional community life, with its ob¬ 
servant Jews studying the Talmud and speaking Yiddish. The same ten¬ 
dency to self-denigration was also found in the Sephardic world when 
it began Westernizing in the final decades of the nineteenth century. 
In the Hebrew literature written by proponents of the Enlightenment, 
which was studied in progressive Jewish schools in Europe and, of 
course, in Palestine at the beginning of the twentieth century, exile 
makes a sorry appearance. This bleak portrait reinforced the negative 
attitude of Zionist youth toward the Diaspora. As a result, Zionism set 
itself up as a countermodel to exile—and as a solution to exile. In the 
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collective memory that Zionism constructed over time, exile was the 
site of suffering, humiliation, fear, and precariousness. Indeed, the first 
pioneers had arrived in Palestine as a result of pogroms, so it was diffi¬ 
cult for them not to associate persecution with life in exile—hence, no 
doubt, a projection of this negative memory of exile onto the Diaspora 
as a whole. It is in this climate, however, that the Zionists sketched a 
typology of the exiled Jew—largely inspired by anti-Semitic stereo¬ 
types—as weak and fearful. Opposite this personage, who served as a 
foil, there stood the Jew regenerated by contact with the land of Israel, 
possessed of all heroic and noble virtues. Only the land of Israel could 
create this new person. The Jew of the Diaspora was an anti-model, 
and against him was constructed the new Hebrew. The rejection of the 
Diaspora became a favorite theme in education, and the Diaspora Jew, 
especially starting in the 1930s, was denounced as a passive victim, the 
object of history rather than its active subject—since, after all, he was 
outside history. 

This rejection of the Diaspora aroused criticism, however, especially 
among members of the group Brit Shalom , 43 such as Samuel Hugo 
Bergmann, Gershom G. Scholem, Martin Buber, and others, who did 
not believe that Zionism or Palestine had the power to solve the Jewish 
question . 44 Besides, for these nationalist Jews of central Europe, it was 
an error to separate Zionism from the general course of Jewish history 
in this way. Zionism should be understood as another link in the long 
chain of struggles fought by the Jews for their existence and for their 
essence. The construction of Palestine was a battlefront, a front of 
prime importance. The land of Israel was called to become a beacon 
for Diaspora Jewry and the creative center of the Jewish renaissance. 
Strongly attached to these precise aspects of the Zionist effort, faith¬ 
ful to an inspiration that could be traced back to Ahad Ha-Am, some 
of these men still rejected the idea of a Jewish state for practical rea¬ 
sons, above all, the Arab question. For Bergmann, “the fact that the 
whole of the Diaspora is building the land of Israel by its own efforts 
serves as one of the primary sources of the land of Israel’s influence 
over the Diaspora .” 45 To him, the Jewish center of Palestine should not 
be built at the expense of the Diaspora or its creative strength. 
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In addition, Ahad Ha-Am and Gordon observed the extraordinary 
vitality that the Jewish people had manifested throughout its history in 
the Diaspora. The simple fact of its survival proved this sufficiendy. Ahad 
Ha-Am had formulated a moderate version of the negation of the 
Diaspora, distinguishing between a subjective negation of exile that 
expressed a personal dissatisfaction derived from life in exile and its 
imperfections and an objective negation tied to the fact that, with 
emancipation having demolished the protective wall that surrounded 
it, the Diaspora was in great danger of dissolving. Ahad Ha-Am fore¬ 
saw, in fact, that the Jews of the Diaspora would benefit from the pos¬ 
itive influence of the spiritual center of Palestine. For his part, Gordon 
saw exile as much more than the condition of the Jewish people; it 
was also the condition of the individual and of humanity—in fact, it 
was the existential experience of modernity itself. However, these nu- 
anced and complex analyses of exile and the relative necessity of its 
negation did not win the adherence of partisans of political Zionism, 
especially of practical Zionism. For the pioneers of the second and third 
waves of immigration, the success of the Zionist enterprise in Pales¬ 
tine clearly depended on the concentration of all the nation’s energy 
in this country alone. 

The negation of the Diaspora nevertheless contradicted the Zionist 
affirmation of a historical continuity between the ancient Hebrews 
and contemporary Jews. It appeared to be a sort of self-hatred. The pi¬ 
oneers themselves came out of this Diaspora that they were contriving 
to repudiate. They could not so easily erase their past, especially in a 
country that by the nature of things was becoming a land of immigra¬ 
tion, a land where each person arrived with the baggage of his own 
Diaspora culture. The negation of exile or the exilic condition (shelilat 
ha-galut) often took the form of a condemnation of the Jews living in 
exile (shelilat ha-£fola). But even the most virulent critics of the Dias¬ 
pora were not in favor of a total break with it. In fact, at the beginning 
of the twentieth century, texts and schoolbooks still devoted an im¬ 
portant place to the history of the Diaspora. Teachers themselves had 
come from exile. The works of the historians Dubnov and Graetz were 
still studied, the former reducing the Jewish nation to a cultural entity, 
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and the latter seeing it as both cultural and spiritual. There was nothing 
exceptional in this, since other precursors of Jewish historiography, such 
as Isaac Marcus Jost in the nineteenth century, had maintained that the 
Jews’ perception of their own identity varied from one place to another, 
and that the history of Jewish communities had been molded by the his¬ 
tory of the countries where they had been established and the attitudes 
of the host societies. For Jost, the land of Israel had not played any par¬ 
ticular role in the history of the Jews—except for those who had lived 
there themselves, under non-Jewish regimes. Abraham Geiger, his con¬ 
temporary, father of the Reform movement, defended a comparable 
position. So in the interim, young people, even if they absorbed the 
negative image of exile constructed by the literature of the Jewish En¬ 
lightenment, remained confronted in schools with visions of the history 
of Israel that were not very centered on Palestine. The lack of educa¬ 
tional resources accounted for much of this. The Hebrew educational 
system and historical memory took a while to establish themselves. 

The historians of the Jerusalem school would in time, of course, re¬ 
ject the historical perspectives of these precursors who, with the excep¬ 
tion of Graetz, did not consider the Jews to be a political entity. Still, 
neither Dinur nor Yitshak Fritz Baer, the two colossuses of this new 
historiographic tradition, totally adopted the hard line of the militant 
Zionists about the Diaspora. They contrived despite everything to 
weave a solid link between the past and the present, and endeavored 
to bring to light the dialectical relationship between Jewish memory 
and the history of Jews in the modern era. It was not until the second 
generation of the Jerusalem School historians that their predecessors’ 
Palestine-centered tendencies were reinforced, at the expense of the 
history of exile. Long cultivated subsequently, the negative image of 
the Diaspora did not fade until much later, in textbooks published af¬ 
ter 1967, at a time when insistence on productive agricultural work 
and the merits of communitarian life was also abating . 46 This final re¬ 
versal was due to the major changes that occurred in the cultural ex¬ 
pressions of Israeli society, with a renaissance of religious sentiment, 
other ways of perceiving the Holocaust, and the marked erosion of 
the socialist Zionist heritage. 
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Looked at closely today, and notwithstanding these variations in at¬ 
titudes, the central—even u autarkic”—construct of the land, as much 
the work of the Zionists as of Zionist historians, appears largely imag¬ 
inary and out of touch with historical, political, and economic reali¬ 
ties. The longevity of the Israeli system still depends at least in part on 
the existence of the Diaspora . 47 However, the Jews who continue to 
live outside Israel are still perceived as Jews of the dispersal (yehudei 
hatefutsot). This attitude clearly implies that the State of Israel is the 
center of world Jewry, and that Diaspora Jews are defined by their re¬ 
lation to that center, meaning that they are peripheral. Israel envisages 
the Diaspora as its hinterland, as a source of human, economic, polit¬ 
ical, and moral support. 

But the Hebrew state is a small country, even if one includes the oc¬ 
cupied territories. Without really numbering among the great powers, 
it is nevertheless placed among the important Western countries. This 
is by no means due to the wealth of its natural or human resources. The 
strength and perhaps the existence of Israel depend upon a solid Dias¬ 
pora that is well integrated into the local sociopolitical system. To this 
should be added the economic aid from this Diaspora, and American 
political support, which guarantees the position of Israel on the inter¬ 
national chessboard. Conversely, world Judaism, in constructing its 
identity, grants a prime place to the existence of Israel, which comforts 
it—though not, of course, in the way the Zionists had imagined. Emo¬ 
tional links are what unite the Jews of the Diaspora with Israel. From 
this point of view, the Hebrew state is crucial to them, but it certainly 
does not constitute the center of gravity the builders had foreseen. 

Largely founded on a denigration of the status of the Diaspora as 
an autonomous source of Jewish values, denying its capacity to assure 
the survival of the Jewish people, and regarding the state as a national 
and cultural vanguard on which everything depended, Zionist ideol¬ 
ogy could not help but engender difficulties and tensions in the sym¬ 
bolic aspect of the relations forged between Israel and Jews abroad . 48 
As the years went by, these tensions diminished as the Zionist doc¬ 
trine of negating exile was eroded, and especially as a result of eco¬ 
nomic and political necessities. There had been, on the one hand, an 
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aspiration and, on the other, a reality that had long been obscured. The 
myths had been necessary in order to create this land: they had always 
been its alma mater. 

To create these myths and sustain them, it had been necessary to 
erase or rewrite certain historical facts that did not fit the claims of 
identity and nation. For example, until the 1930s, the Phoenicians and 
their history had no place in the image of Israel’s ancient past enter¬ 
tained by modern Jewish national consciousness . 49 Some authors pre¬ 
sented the Canaanites and Phoenicians first as enemy peoples of the 
Hebrews, and Jewish historiography long devoted itself to underlining 
the essential differences between Canaanite and Phoenician cultures, 
on one hand, and that of the people of Israel, on the other. But in the 
1930s, the Hebrews, Canaanites, and Phoenicians again became useful 
to different mediators who were anxious to offer historical representa¬ 
tions of the past that were able to inspire the future. Seeking to attract 
attention within the revisionist Zionist movement to the need for a 
maritime force, a group of young people appealed to the Phoenician 
model. In the glorious imagery of the Phoenician maritime empire, the 
Hebrews appeared as equal partners. Ben-Gurion himself shared this 
historical vision, created from whole cloth, and elevated to the rank 
of historical truth, this myth would serve to develop an awareness of 
the Mediterranean in the pioneer mind. Zionism saw in the Mediter¬ 
ranean much more than the western frontier of the land of Israel: it was 
its natural extension. Besides, by implying that the ancestors of Israel 
had taken part in one of the most fascinating maritime adventures of 
the ancient Middle East, the theory of Ernest Renan, which made the 
Hebrews a desert people who lacked the imagination and aptitude for 
national existence, was undermined. But when the Phoenicians ceased 
once again to be of use to the revisionists in their interpretation of the 
history of the Hebrews, they were dropped without compunction. 
Now, one wanted to show that the people of Israel had developed in 
reaction to their environment, and so cooperation between Hebrews 
and Phoenicians no longer had any importance. 

On the other hand, the final moments of Israel’s ancient history 
were invested with eminent significance. The fall of the Jewish fortress 


The Recreated Land 193 


of Masada in 74 c.e. (leading to the collective suicide of the besieged 
population) and the catastrophic revolt of 132-35 c.E. were thus quite 
simply associated with the values of an active heroism, with no atten¬ 
tion to the somber events and their fatal outcome. Armed resistance 
to the enemy was in itself considered a victory, regardless of the sad 
historical truth. The tragic episode of Tel Hai in 1920 similarly fur¬ 
nished material for a comparable mythification: the ferocious struggle 
of a small band against more powerful and numerous assailants was 
stressed, not mentioning the flight of other members of the colony— 
who were the only ones to survive. 

Between 1882 and 1931, there was much interest in buying land at El- 
Medieh, a village in the southwest part of Samaria, near the town of 
Lod. El-Medieh was identified with Modi’in, the place in ancient Pales¬ 
tine where the priest Mattathias around 167 b.c.e. had given the signal 
for a revolt against the Hellenistic sovereign of Syria, Antiochus IV 
Epiphanes, which would lead to a liberation of national territory and 
the restoration of Jewish political autonomy. 50 Starting in 1911, pilgrim¬ 
ages were organized to Modi’in. Between 1925 and 1931, Zionist men of 
letters and institutions worked to “redeem” this site. It was thought in 
Palestine that such a “redemption” might serve as an educational model 
to arouse the enthusiasm of Hebrew youth, to breathe the heroic spirit 
of their ancestors into them, and to strengthen the tie between the 
Jewish people and their homeland. Modi’in was thus invested with a 
mythic dimension and became a national symbol and the destination 
of a Hanukah (Festival of Lights) pilgrimage. Since 1945, a torch has 
been lit there whose flame is carried to different parts of the country, 
and since the foundation of the State of Israel, it has been brought to 
the president’s residence. Modi’in and the cult that surrounds it are very 
symbolic of the ardent aspiration of Zionists to find in the past their 
inspiration for the present and the mixture of the profane and the sa¬ 
cred that characterizes the myths they have produced. These myths are 
witness to the nationalization of a religious celebration like Hanukah. 

In fact, as a general rule, the founders of Israeli society have given a 
new meaning to traditional Jewish festivals by associating them with a 
nationalist mythology. The divine is replaced with the human. As models 
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and exaltations of the principle of national renaissance, these celebra¬ 
tions, now Hebraized, stress their rural bases, so that they recall the cen¬ 
trality of the land of Israel and of nature within the national culture. 
Their religious significance is relegated to the background, and peo¬ 
ple insist on the conflictual aspect at the origin of several of them. At 
Hanukah, the accent is on the victory of the Maccabees over foreign op¬ 
pressors rather than on the miracle of the small phial of oil that allowed 
the Temple to be reconsecrated and worship to be resumed. Purim com¬ 
memorates a collective salvati on, the fruit of the strategies of Mordechai 
and Esther, who succeeded in thwarting the criminal projects of Haman. 
Passover evokes the liberation and national renaissance under Moses’ 
and Aaron’s leadership. At the same time, Israel commemorates its wars 
against the Arabs. Holocaust and Heroes Remembrance Day recalls Nazi 
atrocities. Ancient and modern celebrations contribute to constructing 
and perpetuating a whole mythology: from slavery at Passover to vic¬ 
timization at Holocaust Remembrance Day, via the national struggle 
(Memorial Day for Israeli soldiers who died in combat) and indepen¬ 
dence (Israel’s Independence Day). 

The land of Israel was thus largely reborn through myths and sym¬ 
bols. But was this new birth really synonymous with reappropriation? 


Seven The Impossible Land 


A Culture uf Rootedness 

The obsession with the land characteristic of the Zionists is not satisfied 
with acquiring the land or reconfiguring its symbols; it is accompanied 
by a rejection of the city. The founding fathers of Zionism, including 
Herzl, were not opposed to urban development in Palestine. 1 However, 
the actual settlers would manifest indifference and often hostility to¬ 
ward the city. Their principal center of interest remained the land, which 
they thought themselves able to appropriate through labor, to the point 
of becoming one body with it. From this point of view, negation of the 
Diaspora and negation of the city arose from the same attitude. It was 
the erets —land as opposed to exile—and the adama—hnd as opposed to 
the city—that would enable the new Jew to become the new Hebrew 
and finally acquire roots. 

The leaders of the colonization effort contrived to prevent urbanized 
Jews of the Diaspora from settling in cities once they arrived in Pales¬ 
tine. They did not always succeed, but the general tendency at the time 
favored the foundation of agrarian communities, whether the kibbutz, 
the collective village, or the moshav , the cooperative farm-village. While 
the rural sector concentrated the most attention and was governed by 
national institutions, there was no comparable effort to develop the 
urban environment. Zionist leaders did not make official declarations 
about city policy or explore the desirable forms of future urbanization. 

In any case, the future lay with the revolutionary structures of rural 
settlement, and not towns. For a long time, the village dominated the 195 
town, not only ideologically but also politically. Moreover, in utopian 
literature there is no positive reference to the city; rather, it is the source 
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of all social evils and the cause of the disintegration of the healthy and 
happy rural communities of the preindustrial era. 

The Zionists’ total lack of interest in the city flagrantly contradicted 
reality, since the great majority of the Jews of Palestine were urban. In 
fact, the rural sector never surpassed the level of 30 percent of the Jew¬ 
ish population, and it currently accounts for only 15 percent. The to¬ 
tal rural population began to decline in the second half of the British 
Mandate, dropping from 29 percent in 1941 to 26 percent in 1945. This 
tendency was accentuated under the state. And in the 1960s, the figure 
fell to 18 percent. 2 However, during the formative phase of the Jewish 
Palestinian community, no new town was founded, with the exception 
of Tel Aviv in 1909, at a time when the pioneer and agricultural ethos 
had not yet totally dominated local Zionism. This ideological negli¬ 
gence could not help but affect urban development in contemporary 
Israel. The city and the country took off in contradictory directions; the 
cleavage between agriculture on the left and towns on the right (par¬ 
ticularly Tel Aviv) created the conditions for conflict between rural 
people and urban people on the country’s political scene. Problems of 
all kinds—material, economic, social—were left neglected. 

The town was abandoned to its fate; it developed under the pres¬ 
sure of immigrants who, owing to limited economic opportunities and 
limited availability of land, did not want to (or could not) be absorbed 
into the rural sector. In a planned and centralized society undergoing 
rapid growth, to neglect the planning of an essential sector of society 
could only be the source of many difficulties. Thus a city like Tel Aviv 
haphazardly grew in all directions. Israeli towns in effect lacked an ur¬ 
ban image. The leaders of the pioneer effort were less concerned about 
what happened in the cities than they were worried at seeing urban 
growth drain resources necessary for rural development. And so the 
urban congestion, slums, memorable traffic jams, and many other 
problems that are often denounced today are by no means new: their 
origin lies in the period of the Mandate and the beginning of the state. 
Lack of interest in the city was even more harshly felt in the immigrant 
towns established in the middle of collective settlements developed 
and inhabited largely by veterans. These immigrant towns constituted 
islands of destitution amidst prosperity. Nor did the so-called devel- 
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opment towns, also peopled by immigrants, but more recently cre¬ 
ated, follow the genera] current of Israeli society; they remained iso¬ 
lated, and their most fortunate inhabitants soon abandoned them and 
left behind the most deprived residents. 

However, from a sociological point of view, the absence of ideolog¬ 
ical direction with regard to urban development did not only have dis¬ 
advantages. Left to himself, and thus less subject to ideological pres¬ 
sures, the city resident could use his initiative in domains left fallow by 
the agricultural pioneers. In the 1950s and 1960s, the kibbutzim them¬ 
selves became aware of the changes produced in society by urban ac¬ 
tivities and institutions and tried to follow the times by introducing 
industry into their villages and by professionalizing their activities, by 
sending their members into higher education, for example. Still today, 
collective settlements are oriented toward the large cities, even if they 
continue to affect some indifference to them and to dominate the new 
towns created nearby. But on the whole, the town was truly sacrificed 
on the altar of the land, so sacred and so desired. 

Nevertheless, this veneration of the land and its pastoral overtones 
did not lead the Zionist movement to indulge in pure romanticism. 
On the contrary, it had early on stressed progress and modernity, and 
it consigned enormous efforts to innovations enabling Jewish agricul¬ 
ture to be competitive. The Jewish farmer quickly became the most 
progressive farmer in the Middle East. Recreating the imagined land 
and making it real presupposed both method and planning. 

The various philanthropic organizations that engaged in the setde- 
ment of Palestine conceived of it as an educational enterprise whose 
objective was the moral betterment of those selected groups who were 
capable of getting setdements under way that would serve as an exam¬ 
ple to Jews of the Diaspora. 3 With the founding of the World Zionist 
Organization in 1897, a new attitude appeared that saw the Jewish peas¬ 
ant as the basis for an autonomous national economy. And so a group 
of experts emerged: specialists in settlement with the technical and 
management skills necessary for the realization of definite objectives. 
These were the first engineers of setdement, its first architects. They came 
largely from the German cultural area, influenced by the tendencies pre¬ 
vailing in that area. Max Bodenheimer and Herzl developed colonization 


198 Metamorphoses 


programs, but they did not manage to put them into effect. After 
Herzl’s death in 1904, Otto Warburg, a botanist with the German colo¬ 
nial office, initiated a certain number of projects for research and de¬ 
velopment in Palestine. And after 1909, a second contingent of eastern 
European Jews appeared who had received a German education and 
were linked to the Labour wing of the Zionist movement; they took 
jobs with the setdement institutions of the Zionist Organization. 

While French philanthropists saw founding a rural colony as a moral 
act of “regeneration,” the engineers considered it to be a means to eco¬ 
nomic independence and social reform. They maintained that a techni¬ 
cally advanced agricultural sector could guarantee a stable, healthy na¬ 
tional economy, able to absorb the immense Jewish proletariat that had 
formed in the final decades of the nineteenth century, which was barely 
tolerated where it was currendy living. For the Zionists, this proletariat 
ought to be setded elsewhere, and when they undertook to direct this re- 
setdement, they did not fail to stress that it was imperative to avoid the 
defects of industrial society spreading across the new Jewish homeland. 

The engineers were also inspired by the principles of colonial agricul¬ 
ture, believing that the government should be the agent of rural progress. 
However, there were clear differences between German-style colonization 
and the kind encouraged by the Zionists. The Germans constituted an 
imperialist power that controlled and exploited its colonies for the be¬ 
nefit of the metropole and its government, whereas the Zionists used 
an international organization in order to create an autonomous home¬ 
land. Moreover, in imperialist practice, only the colonial rulers had access 
to sophisticated technology. Among the Zionists, on the other hand, 
the transfer of technology was constructed by and for the Jews. It goes 
without saying that Zionist colonization projects gave littie consider¬ 
ation to the possible consequences for the Arabs. The Jewish commu¬ 
nity of Palestine, however, wanted to share Western technology with a 
population they considered to be indigenous, in the hope that it would 
manage to overcome its own feeling of hostility and end up accepting 
the Jews as brothers. Even so, many Zionists were sensitive to Arab 
and Ottoman opposition during the final years of World War I. The 
engineers, for their part, merely saw this as yet another obstacle to be 
overcome, like any other. An examination of the division of lands in 
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Palestine shows that the Jewish Colonization Association (ICA), which 
was non-Zionist, owned 54 percent of the rural Jewish domain. Pri¬ 
vate companies controlled another 27 percent, and the institutions of 
the World Zionist Organization only 4 percent. 4 The engineers of the 
World Zionist Organization thus had to work within a narrow com¬ 
pass. However, their influence far exceeded the tiny sector directly 
subject to their activities, and it stimulated the whole community. 

Like the disciples of the Jewish Enlightenment movement, the Zion¬ 
ists had internalized the critiques of the eighteenth-century thinkers 
who had denounced the Jews for their lack of productivity and had 
called on them to abandon commerce for agriculture and industry. 
From this perspective, technical competence was an essential attribute 
of the new Jew, a man of the land. In 1948, the kibbutz became a na¬ 
tional label and a formidable means of education and mobilization for 
the Zionist idea. On the model of the farmer and the soldier, the tech¬ 
nician of the land was raised to honor in the Zionist pantheon as an 
incarnation of the pragmatic spirit that Zionist ideology wished to in¬ 
fuse into the new Jewish society then being formed. 

What was the result of all these efforts focused on the land, of this 
ardent desire to redeem it and to incorporate it into the experience of 
the new Jew? To what extent did this land come to truly belong to the 
new Jew, at least symbolically? Was it possible to hold the land both 
as mother country and as Promised Land? 


Interminable Exile 

In the literature of the Jewish Enlightenment, the land of Israel was a 
coveted land, yet dreamlike, distant, and unknown. It was regarded 
through the lens of eastern European realities. However, once they had 
trod its soil, immigrants from eastern Europe developed a nostalgia for 
the countries they had left behind them, as if the land of Israel could 
never become theirs. Even when it did, it carried an exile inside it. And 
exile within the land of Israel was even more difficult than exile among 
the nations of the world. Yet, had it not been expected to bring about 
the end of exile? A Jew who stepped onto the soil of Israel necessarily 
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did so with his or her exile as baggage. It was an enormous dream to 
think that one could create a Hebrew nation by ignoring this “strange¬ 
ness” of the land, a “strangeness” that would later pursue the natives 
themselves. And so exile was transmitted from generation to genera¬ 
tion. Did the Jews have the capacity to move beyond this and to be¬ 
come a people established on its land at last? One thing is certain: the 
idea of the land never ceased to dominate the reality of it. 

Many writers of the first waves of immigration confessed their up- 
rootedness in their new environment—meanwhile vowing admiration 
and boundless love for it. This tendency was especially clear among 
authors belonging to the second wave of immigration (1904-14). The 
adaptation of the pioneers to the Palestinian landscape was quite diffi¬ 
cult, which is reflected in the writings of those who lived this experi¬ 
ence in their bones. The hope of regeneration and the apprehension of 
despair gave rise to quite distinct characters. 5 On the one hand, the 
writers sketched a glorious portrait of pioneers and heroes, and on the 
other, they related the somber fate of protagonists on the edge of mad¬ 
ness. All these books are traversed with a sort of incapacity to cross the 
reshold of the idea in order to confront reality/ Their authors lived 
in Zion, but their hearts had stayed in eastern Europe^They were still 
simultaneously describing the shtetl and its problems and evoking the 
destiny of uprooted Jews, at once pious and heretical, and expressing 
a desire to be rooted in the coveted land and to build a new reality 
there. This time, it was the shtetl and the European metropole that 
formed the horizon of the colonies, of the collective farm or of the 
Levantine village. The febjecfof nostalgia Ws no longer the Holy Land 
but the abandoned land. The bucolic vision cultivated by the Jewish 
Enlightenment in the Diaspora, the ideal land with its olive trees, 
doves, and brooks, gave way to a hostile reality in which the newly ar¬ 
rived intellectual felt exiled anew. 6 

Disheartened by the harshness of his new life, Yitzhak Lamdan 
avowed that he missed his European home, while still believing (like 
other writers) that there was no other choice for the Jews. He sang of 
pioneering and enthused about the Palestinian landscape, but he also 
lamented the difficulties of existence in this new milieu, smitten by 
heat and blasted by the desert wind, the hamsin. We have come a long 
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way from the eternal spring and the pastoral landscapes evoked in Di¬ 
aspora literature. Lamdan nostalgically recalled scenes from his past in 
the Diaspora, when the idea of Palestine had been so sweet and har¬ 
monious. Other writers followed suit. The magnified landscapes of 
their ideal Palestine were replaced by those of the countries they had 
left, which were now behind them. The cedars and olive trees and their 
mythical descriptions gave way to birches and fields scorched by sun 
and snow. They escaped into a past that was now perceived as com¬ 
forting—but still that of exile. 

This renewed feeling of exile was liable to engender a conflict with 
the Promised Land and to prevent it from becoming the hoped-for 
motherland. Even writers who became monumental figures in contem¬ 
porary Hebrew literature, like Saul Tchernichowsky and Leah Goldberg, 
evoked the difficulties of their encounters with the Promised Land. Leah 
Goldberg fondly remembered her former town in Europe. A poem of 
Tchernichowsky’s whose first verses are often quoted as emblematic of 
the desire for rootedness—“Man is just a little piece of earth/Man is just 
a reflection of his homeland’s landscape”—ends on the theme of wan¬ 
dering. 7 Hayyim Nahman Bialik, the national poet, remained the poet 
of exile even after his immigration to Palestine: his writings would not 
describe the land of Israel. Nostalgia for the abandoned country is some¬ 
times expressed in details borrowed from the cultures of origin: in pio¬ 
neering literature, the Cossack and the Ukrainian are transformed into 
the Bedouin or the fellahin, the kaffiyeh replaces the clogs, and the 
Palestinian song “How Beautiful Are the Nights in Canaan” replaces the 
sentimental songs of the steppes. 8 

More contemporary writers, even those who were active protagonists 
in the War of Independence, are not immune from this melancholy 
about the lost land. For example, while Yehuda Amihai expresses his love 
for the Israeli landscape and for Jerusalem, his native town of Germany 
(which he left at the age of twelve) plays a no less mythic role in his work, 
notably in his poem The Voyages of the Last Benjamin ofTudela (1963). 

Some are not content with expressing their homesickness: they make the 
return voyage. Thus, in order to exorcise the call of the Diaspora or to 
become definitively attached to the land of Israel, it is necessary to leave 
once more and then come back again. For example, S.Y. Agnon’s novel 
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A Guest for the Night (1938-39) is the story of a man’s return to his na¬ 
tive village Shibush, in Galicia, after a long absence. 9 At the heart of this 
voyage is the desire to find the past again and to relive it. The narrator 
left as a youth and now returns two decades later when he is forty-one; 
his house in Jerusalem has been destroyed and he has neither the strength 
nor the motivation to rebuild it. He turns toward the past in the hope of 
regeneration, to find moral support, and to redeem himself. To this end 
he leaves—in the same state of mind in which the pioneers themselves 
had made the trip to Palestine. The narrator’s departure implies that the 
land of Israel cannot resolve the spiri tual crisis he is going through—but 
his native town will not suffice either. Perhaps we see here an accom¬ 
plished expression of the insurmountable dilemma of the Israeli—or of 
any Jew. The character’s return to the land of Israel at the end of the 
novel is a return to family, to the national homeland, to himself. 

The travels of Agnon’s hero are reminiscent of the almost ritual 
voyage made today by many young Israelis after their military service. 
This trip abroad, which may last up to a year, has become a custom in 
contemporary Israel. It usually ends with a return to Israel. A compa¬ 
rable phenomenon may be observed among Israelis going to visit their 
countries of origin, thanks to the opening up to Israeli tourism in re¬ 
cent years of many Muslim and eastern European countries. 10 It is a 
sort of search for identity in a distant place, both spatially and tempo¬ 
rally. These travelers find the roots of their Israeli identity (or they be¬ 
lieve they find them) by returning to a past that is not directly their own 
but that teaches them about their history: returning to the soil of the 
country of origin, they feel themselves in exile from Israel. . . . Israel, 
land of exile or mother country? The spectacle of th eyordim 11 who leave 
voluntarily and definitively settle in the United States, who are inca¬ 
pable of integrating into their country of adoption either, unfailingly 
raises the same question: Does the land of Israel need other lands in 
order to exist, including in the eyes of its native citizens? For his part, 
the narrator of A Guest for the Night returns to Israel overcome by nos¬ 
talgia for an era when everything will be immersed in the unity of cre¬ 
ation, when name and form will be perfectly one and will reveal their 
intrinsic perfection in complete redemption—a nostalgia for a land that 
has once again become Book. 
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In the work of Devorah Baron, although she lived forty years in 
Palestine, the concrete and real land then in formation is nonetheless 
practically absent. 12 The impossibility of the land is expressed in its be¬ 
ing occulted. Baron’s land of Israel is the Bible’s land of Israel, the one 
evoked by the Talmud and tradition, to which are linked certain reli¬ 
gious practices. Baron was shaped by the Lithuanian musar move¬ 
ment. 13 She soaked up a cultural atmosphere in which knowledge of 
the Hebrew language was associated with reading modern Hebrew 
literature and with political activity. Baron’s land derives from all her 
literary sources; it synthesizes the Book and the idea of Zionist real¬ 
ization. It is Scripture that bridges existence in the Diaspora and the 
dreamlike, sensitive reality of the land of Israel. For Baron, biblical 
myth furnishes the key to contemporary reality, and the Zionism of 
exile needs just as much as does the Zionism of the Holy Land to be 
anchored in the Book. Outside the Book, no land is possible. 

The Book/land is omnipresent in the work of Isaac Bashevis Singer, 
who won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1978. 14 Undoubtedly, his 
case differs from those of the other authors mentioned up to this point 
because he is a Jewish American writing in the Yiddish language, not 
an Israeli, and so he offers the Diaspora perspective on Israel. How¬ 
ever, his work also shows that, even after the foundation of the state, 
the land of Israel has not lost its status as Promised Land. Exile is 
everywhere, even in Israel, because exile is inside each of us. It is inside 
each Jew for whom exile cannot end with a concrete state. Singer clearly 
distinguishes die Holy Land, the spiritual Zion, the eternal hope of re¬ 
demption, from the State of Israel, in which he sees die work of a secu¬ 
lar Zionism and the contemporary realization of restoration. All his sto¬ 
ries set in Israel are told in the first person by a narrator who has 
affinities with Singer himself. The setting is always Tel Aviv. The desert 
wind blows sand around the city, making life uncomfortable. Not only 
the climate but also the rest of nature is hostile. The narrator finds it 
strange that people everywhere speak and write Hebrew. He perceives a 
profound and destructive tension between the sacred roots of the lan¬ 
guage and the profane usages to which it is put. He is embarrassed that 
this reality is constructed by humankind and not by the Messiah. And 
so, is the land of Israel condemned to remain a Promised Land? The 
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modern political accomplishments of Zionism have rendered ambigu¬ 
ous the messianic promise of the reestablishment of Zion. Through¬ 
out their long exile, the Jewish people had dreamed of a spiritual 
restoration of the biblical Holy Land. After their emancipation, they 
had worked energetically for the material reconstruction of a political 
homeland. What emerged was inevitably founded on principles that 
appear to Singer more profane than sacred. He explores some of the 
distortions of secular Zionism in a story called “The Captive” (English 
translation, 1973). Since human nature remains unredeemable, the 
places where people hve are interchangeable after all: to be here or to 
be elsewhere amounts to the same thing. In The Family Moskat (1950), 
the popular market of Tel Aviv, the Shuk Ha-Karmel, evokes the 
Krochmalna Street of the author’s Polish youth. In Singer’s writing, 
the land of Israel, like Egypt, is not a geographical locale but a spiri¬ 
tual condition. The Israeli Agnon himself can be counted among these 
writers who were alarmed when they saw the state appropriate a mes¬ 
sianic dimension. 15 Ben-Gurion considered in fact that the state was 
much more than the product of a concrete history, that it was the re¬ 
alization of prophetic visions. In his eyes, the Jews of contemporary 
Israel were on the same level as the Hebrews of Joshua’s time! In con¬ 
trast to Ben-Gurion, whom he did not hesitate to oppose, Agnon 
clearly distinguishes himself from those intellectuals, historians, re¬ 
searchers, and archaeologists who devoted their time to fashionable 
subjects and helped to plaster a biblical mythology over the accom¬ 
plishments of the modern State of Israel. 

When the land is present, certain Israeli writers of today, such as 
Aharon Megged, prefer to evoke the sea that borders it or the desert 
that devours it. 16 Megged associates the sea with a feeling of freedom, 
of liberation from the yoke of ordinary life. In recent years, though, it 
almost disappears in favor of the desert, symbol of both freedom and 
death. The desert is the crucible of die Jewish people. But it also evokes 
solitude, a feeling of alienation, and the desire for annihilation. This 
feeling of alienation faced with the land one inhabits curiously domi¬ 
nates the work of this author of the Palmah generation; this alienation 
pertains to the very fact of being an Israeli. One is not really where one 
is; one wants to be elsewhere. In the Promised Land, one still dreams of 
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a promised land, even when the dream has become a real land. Upon 
his arrival in Palestine at the age of six, Megged first lived in a collec¬ 
tive village, then in a kibbutz, later reaching the city where he spent 
the major portion of his life. In books written in Tel Aviv, the author 
devotes little space to description of the city as compared to that re¬ 
served for the kibbutz and the village. And after 1965, mention of the 
kibbutz yields to the village, place of childhood and adolescence. He 
criticizes these two modes of life, but they are still omnipresent in his 
oeuvre. In Tel Aviv, one dreams of what one has lost, as one probably 
dreamed of the big city when one was still on the kibbutz or in the vil¬ 
lage. Moreover, Megged is little interested in the physical structure of 
the kibbutz or in its spatial organization. Most of the passages con¬ 
cerning the kibbutz are the expression of a position about it, a judg¬ 
ment of the life lived there. As for the village, Megged scarcely describes 
its landscapes; he prefers to dramatize his characters, so he avoids fore¬ 
grounding the setting. The Holy Land tra nscends thp limita tions of 
space; this is the only way for it to remain promised. By ignoring the 
links between people and land and the i r boundaries Megged-’n Hesn -t 
(reminiscent of the place Sinai occupied a fter 1967 in the Israeli con¬ 
sciousness! escapes the fantasy of t he circumscribed land as coveted 
object. Th e sea and the desert, as well as the nostalgic memory of the 
kibbutz and the village, now imaginary, enable a flight from the op¬ 
pression of a land in conflict, fought over by two peoples. 

The impossible land of Israel is not so only for intellectuals. Ortho¬ 
dox Jews also have some difficulty in apprehending a fundamentally 
new but hybrid reality like the State of Israel . 17 They ask an obvious 
question: to what extent can modern Jewish activism on the stage of 
history coexist with persistent metahistorical aspirations and not by its 
very nature deny the fundamental concepts of Jewish faith? This am¬ 
biguity is already present in the language. Hebrew has certainly been 
secularized, but it remains no less freighted with an ancient religious 
charge, always liable to be awakened. Even the name “Medinat Yisrael” 
(State of Israel) is problematic. At the beginning of the twentieth cen¬ 
tury, the anti-Zionist rabbi Elyakum Shlomo Shapira of Grodno asked 
how it was possible to tolerate the existence of a “State of Israel” with¬ 
out the Torah and without observation of the commandments; he was 
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the first to use this formula. Herzl had spoken of a “State of the Jews” 
to refer to a concrete people and its actual situation. The term “State 
of Israel,” on the other hand, is charged with metahistorical and theo¬ 
logical associations. Shortly before 1920, Abraham Isaac Kook, the 
foremost theorist of religious Zionism, proposed a combination of 
the two dimensions by making the nascent State of Israel into the 
stepping-stone to God’s throne on earth, thereby conferring on it an 
exceptional messianic and metaphysical status. It is unlikely that those 
who in 1948 chose this name for the new state were fully conscious of 
its religious overtones. Whether Zionist or anti-Zionist, Orthodoxy 
expresses an uncompromising demand for utopian perfection. For it, 
the question was whether the Zionist renaissance was simply a rebel¬ 
lion, a rejection of the Covenant, a substitution of the earthly and na¬ 
tional for the spiritual and religious, or whether, on the contrary, this 
earthly return was precisely just the preparatory phase for a religious 
and spiritual redemption. 

Some ultra-Orthodox leaders gladly demonize the Zionist enterprise 
as the anti-messianic work of Satan himself. The Holocaust and the 
birth of the State of Israel belong to the same process for them: the final 
eruption of the forces of evil as a prelude to redemption. They energet¬ 
ically oppose the development of the Holy Land by secular means left 
in the hands of sinners. Some quote an ancient medieval tradition that 
the very sanctity of the land of Israel requires of its inhabitants a par¬ 
ticularly high le vel of spirituality. Common mortals cannot settle there 
without incurring the greatest danger. The Holy Land is the place of 
residence of the ideal Jew, certainly not of the average Jew. Hayyim 
Eleazar Shapira of Munlcacz, a Hungarian Hasidic master, reiterated 
early in the twentieth century that the land of Israel was exclusively de¬ 
signed for prayer and spiritual activity. He opposed any development of 
agricultural or manual labor there. Repeated assertion of the sanctity of 
the Holy Land thus resulted in a paradoxical denial on his part of its ma¬ 
teriality. Redemption could only come from heaven, and only authentic 
“fighters” against the forces of evil, meaning the ultra-Orthodox, could 
envisage living there. 

When it is anti-Zionist, as are the “Guardians of the City” (the 
Neturei Karta), the ultra-Orthodox camp in Israel (those who are called 
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haredim ) 18 posits that life in the Jewish state is an exile. Because its cre¬ 
ation is a betrayal of the messianic vocation of the Jewish people, be¬ 
cause it is a fundamentally secular reality, this state has not put an end 
to exile at all. In entering into the kingdom of the Torah, the Jewish 
people have left the ordinary course of history. But the Zionist move¬ 
ment has undermined the transcendental law that in principle governs 
their destiny, and so the catastrophes befalling the Jews are sanctions 
against their sins. The Holocaust itself can be interpreted as punish¬ 
ment for the Zionist temptation of breaking the “vows” that Israel has 
to observe, making it hasten the end by rebelling against the nations 
and against divine government. Moreover, Zionists are putting in dan¬ 
ger the life of the Jews of the Holy Land by arousing confrontation 
with the Arabs. The more Zionism realizes its objectives, the more the 
ultra-Orthodox and anti-Zionist camp insists on an ideology and his- 
toriosophy of passivity. Thus to live in exile becomes a true confession 
of faith. 

For ultra-Orthodox non-Zionists, too, the creation of the State of 
Israel is not the end of exile, despite the physical deliverance and de¬ 
spite the initial gathering of the dispersed tribes that this creation has 
enabled. In their eyes, a world that is not totally messianic is by defi¬ 
nition an exile. This conception contains the theological and meta¬ 
physical notion that exile means exile from the Divine Presence; exile 
is a world that is not purged of sin. In 1948, nothing fundamentally 
changed, either for the Lubavitch leader Menahem Mendel Schneer- 
sohn or for his adversary Rabbi Eliezer Menahem Schah, head of the 
network of Lithuanian yeshivot, who declared that the people of Israel 
would remain in exile until the arrival of the Redeemer, even when 
they were in the land of Israel, and that neither redemption nor the 
beginnings of redemption lay there. 

For the ultra-Orthodox, nothing distinguishes Israel from a non- 
Jewish environment, hence from the Diaspora. They experience exile 
in the land of Israel as an even more difficult exile because they are liv¬ 
ing under a Jewish government, because what was supposed to be a 
welcoming homeland has been revealed as strange and hostile. Some 
go so far as to identify their condition with that of Jews persecuted by 
the Gentiles and to see a punishment for their sins in the simple fact 
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of living in a land of Israel given over to secular power. Exile in the 
Holy Land is dual: first, general and metaphysical exile, the absence of 
redemption; second, particular exile in this secular reconstruction of 
the Holy Land under a Jewish nationalism detached from the Torah 
and from its commandments. 

By this logic, as Rabbi Schah asserted, the State of Israel is at best 
one solution among others to the problem of the Jewish people’s sur¬ 
vival, of which exile and the dispersal are even the best guarantors 
since they avoid the concentration of Jews on a single territory . 19 


The Return of the Promised Land 

After the Six Day War and the conquest of Jerusalem, and all of the 
Holy Land corresponding to the boundaries of the divine promise, Is¬ 
rael, particularly its religious wing, was transported by an immense 
spiritual exaltation. The Jewish people suddenly enjoyed renewed con¬ 
tact with holy places like the Western wall and the tombs of patriarchs 
and matriarchs. This reinforced the conviction of many that redemp¬ 
tion was on its way, a belief that touched even the most anti-Zionist 
fractions of Orthodoxy. However, the conquest of these “historic” ter¬ 
ritories and the hope of seeing religious law applied there paradoxically 
disengaged Orthodoxy from its ties with die state, a modern concept, 
by putting the land back at the heart of the debate. The accomplish¬ 
ment of secular—and hence heretical—Zionists, the state as such had no 
affinity whatsoever with redemption. With its entirety now under Jew¬ 
ish sovereignty, the land of Israel was given back to the heretics as well 
as to the devout. While until then Orthodoxy had considered life in Is¬ 
rael as an exile, it now exerted pressure to keep the conquered territo¬ 
ries; any restitution to the Gentiles of the smallest parcel of land would 
be a violation of religious law. While it denied the legitimacy of the 
State of Israel because it was a state of the Jews and not a Jewish state, 
Orthodoxy still considered this enlargement of the land of Israel as a 
highly positive thing from a religious point of view. 

Lands previously only promised because not yet conquered, the 
domain of the Book and the imagination, the “territories” therefore 
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brought the land of Israel to the center of the political arena. Vocabu¬ 
lary varied according to the speakers’ preferred options. For the Arabs 
and the extreme left, they were “occupied” territories, and for the an¬ 
nexationists, “liberated” territories. Official terminology shifted from 
territories “administered” by the army to “Judea and Samaria.” 20 De¬ 
taching itself from the cultural, political, and social aspects of Jewish 
existence, the country’s center of gravity shifted to the land, its holiness 
and its integrity. 21 Before 1967, political discourse focused on the State 
of Israel (Medinat Yisrael); after 1967, it crystallized around the land of 
Israel (Erets Yisrael). 22 The former is a political concept; the latter a na¬ 
tional and religious one. There were now a State of Israel and a land of 
Israel; this change reflected the shift from a collective identity founded 
on political symbols to an identity founded on traditional religious 
symbols. 

A breach opened up, and Orthodoxy could now find a way to an 
accommodation with its principles. In parallel with a secular national¬ 
ism, incarnated by the Likkud , 23 an activist religious nationalism de¬ 
veloped in the years following the conquest. In fact, it occupied the 
terrain. The land coming back to the center is a divided land; the cur¬ 
rents that form around it are split between annexation and restitution. 

The peace movements fight for restitution and their adversaries for 
annexation; the debate is over a land not inhabited by Jews, a desert 
land, which reinforces its immateriality. It is quite another land; it does 
not resemble the one in which Israeli life takes place. Given the inten¬ 
sity of the debates surrounding it and the passions animating them, it is 
difficult to see this as a debate simply over “territory.” Rather, it is about 
the Book/land, invested with metahistorical holiness, from the other 
side of time, beyond the real. All the hatreds and all the hopes, even 
messianic ones, converge upon this non-place of desire, symbol more 
than reality. A sort of return to the earliest times is taking place. Those 
who fight for restitution reject this Book/land as the antithesis of the 
land their elders wanted to bequeath them, on whose soil they were 
born. This Book/land brings them back to the Promised Land and re¬ 
activates the experience of the impossible land. 

The peace movements manifest their vitality in Tel Aviv, profane, 
urban, and open to the sea and to Otherness, exempt from symbols of 
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the Book. It is a city created from nodiing in 1909, a city of pioneers, a 
city without history. On the other side is Jerusalem, the arena—and 
stake—in the fight for the land. It is a very alien city to the non-religious 
Israeli, where closed worlds lie side by side, such as the ultra-Orthodox 
district of Me’ah She’arim and the Arab old city surrounded by walls. 
Many barriers remind a secular Jew that this land does not entirely be¬ 
long to him, and that other autochthonous entities live there, in exile, 
as he himself feels when faced with them. 

Jerusalem is a city above daily life, an area that jealously preserves its 
spiritual character. The conquest of Judea and Samaria linked it to the 
rest of Greater Israel, to the Promised Land never before conquered; it 
now dominates Judea. The mythical land lies there, assuaging the need 
for a Promised Land, a land whose frontiers are restlessly pushed back. 
As soon as the land starts to become concrete, the dream of a symbolic 
land is reborn, which people buckle down to making concrete again— 
as if they feared missing a Promised Land. The land of daily life must 
constantly be nourished by the Book in order to exist—hence this in¬ 
finite quest to annex the symbolic. 

The Gush Emunim (“Faith Bloc”), founded in 1974, plunged into 
this breach. This extraparliamentary movement presented itself as an 
organized fraction of the national religious party . 24 Its goal was to pre¬ 
pare groups to settle in the “territories”—including right among the 
Palestinian Arab population. Likkud’s arrival in power in 1977 con¬ 
ferred legitimacy on this movement, which possessed not only large 
human and organizational resources but also rationally justified its ac¬ 
tivities within the framework of Jewish messianic expectations. It drew 
much of its inspiration from the doctrine of Abraham Isaac Kook, the 
first great Ashkenazi rabbi of the land of Israel (1921), the original reli¬ 
gious Zionist thinker, and especially from the teachings of his son, Zevi 
Judah Kook, the charismatic figure whom this movement recognizes as 
its spiritual master. 

For the Gush Emunim, the occupation of Judea and Samaria dur- 
ing the Six Day War was part of the long messianic process that began 
with the birth of Zionism. It developed a doctrine of the land of Is¬ 
rael’s holiness that held the Jewish people and their whole land to be 
one. This “complete” ( shelema ) land of Israel exceeded the frontiers 
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enlarged after 1967: it was identified with the land of the Covenant de¬ 
scribed in Genesis; its frontiers were those of the promise, including 
the occupied territories, most particularly Judea and Samaria, the heart 
of “historic” Israel. The Gush thus returned to a mythic and ultimately 
boundless land, to an always-incomplete conquest. For its members, it 
was a sacred duty to remain firm, to oppose American and foreign pres¬ 
sure in general, to prevent the establishment of an Arab entity inside 
the borders of the land of Israel, and to continue to participate in the 
long process of redemption. 

The Gush Emunim presents itself as the “movement for the re¬ 
newal of Zionist accomplishment.” It considers itself to be a renais¬ 
sance of historic Zionism, which had died out in the 1950s and 1960s. 
Its members perceive themselves as the true heirs of the creators of the 
new Yishuv, the new Palestinian Jewish community founded upon 
colonization of the land, manual labor, and personal example. Gush 
settlements arise from the purest Zionist activism. On the model of 
the earliest pioneers, its believers take up combat for the land’s re¬ 
demption. In both cases, setting aside their ideological differences, the 
desire to appropriate the Promised Land is foremost. One appropria¬ 
tion having been insufficient, the Gush takes up the torch. So is the 
land of Israel only ever promised? As soon as one part is redeemed, 
another arises to await redemption. However, one thing distinguishes 
the Gush from its predecessors: the land that it wants to redeem is 
part of the divine; it is the Book/land par excellence. And for it, the 
Palestinian question is not a national issue but a problem of individu¬ 
als; the Palestinians are only gerim^ non-Jewish residents of the land of 
Israel, who, according to the Torah, should be treated by the Jewish 
people with tolerance and respect—but no more. 

In fact, in the period following 1967, Zionism was not in a position 
to respond creatively to the problems posed by the Israeli occupation 
of the territories. This ideological paralysis contributed to a prolonga¬ 
tion of the indefinite status of these territories, which provoked the 
Intifada and correspondingly diminished Zionism’s influence over Is¬ 
raeli society. Zionism had used religious symbolism to bring the Jews 
back to Palestine; the Gush now used Zionist practice in relation to 
the land in order to substantiate the symbolism of the Promised Land. 
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Even in its most asserted concreteness, the Gush’s land was keeping its 
specificity as Promised Land and hence as a symbol. How could a sym¬ 
bol be negotiated with the Arabs once it had given the now-limitless 
land an absolute value? In effect, to touch a morsel of this symbol, a 
parcel of this territory, was necessarily to harm the symbol as such—and 
hence it was intolerable. 


The Coming of Post-Zionism 

Zionism has ceased to be a mobilizing force in numerous sectors of 
Israeli Jewish society, without any other ideology or world vision ca¬ 
pable of a large consensus being able to replace it as a means of legiti¬ 
mating the state. The situation in Israel resembles that in countries 
where strong ideologies like socialism and communism have crum¬ 
bled. But unlike the crises that have hit those countries, the Israeli do¬ 
mestic crisis is not unanimously recognized. Strong social pressures 
continue to underpin a rhetorical allegiance to Zionism. Some spokes- 
people of this “post-Zionist” era violently attack the founding myths 
of Zionism, among which the issue of the land and its colonization 
naturally plays a central role. By getting rid of everything that stands 
between the land and them, the “post-Zionists” (or those who claim 
to be such) aspire to accede to a land “purified” of its symbols, and 
hence negotiable with the Palestinians. A “neutralized” and “normal¬ 
ized” land becomes a land like any other, at the opposite extreme of 
the resanctified and hence indivisible land of the Gush Emunim. 

The term post-Zionism applies to critiques that tend to problematize 
Zionist discourse as well as its account of history and the social and 
cultural representations that Zionism has produced . 25 In their zeal to 
defend the dominant Zionist position and to protect the cultural space 
from external incursions, some people have been tempted to see post- 
Zionism as a form of anti-Zionism, if not anti-Semitism—but they are 
wrong. Coming from a different perspective but destabilizing Zionist 
discourse in their own way, people such as Anton Shammas, a Pales¬ 
tinian writing in the Hebrew language, and Imil (Emile) Habibi, a 
Palestinian who writes in Arabic (and who won the prestigious Israel 
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Prize for literature in 1992), have shown (in Shammas’s case) that Is¬ 
raeli and Hebraic culture is not merely Jewish, and (in Habibi’s case) 
that Israeli culture is not solely Jewish and Hebraic. Moreover, the lat¬ 
ter’s writings have been made accessible to an Israeli audience thanks 
to Shammas’s translations. Apart from their own literary merit, the 
discourses of these two authors from Israel’s Arab minority also offer 
a counternarrative of events—for example, of the 1948 War of Inde¬ 
pendence, in Habibi’s case. While he does not aspire to neutrality but 
rather wishes to give the displaced Palestinians a voice, his argument 
nonetheless approaches that of the post-Zionists, who for their part, 
in an essentially academic and “objective” discourse, have endeavored 
to revise the official narrative. 

Similarly, if one is willing not to stick with an overly conventional 
definition of post-Zionism and willing to see it as a new stage in Zion¬ 
ism itself and in the Israeli population, then one must realize that the 
large-scale immigration since 1989 of Russians has also shaken a num¬ 
ber of conceptions of Zionist ideology and indeed its very founda¬ 
tions, quite apart from any militancy on the part of those involved. 
For many of them, emigration was not identified with an ally ah. Their 
choice of Israel corresponded more to a desire for the West. We are far 
from the sacralization of aliyah and the “saving” role of the Jewish 
state. These immigrants of a new kind reject neither their native lan¬ 
guage nor culture. Their intelligentsia in particular usually shares a 
feeling of having historic roots outside the space and time of their 
host country. Russia remains their cultural “homeland,” and paradox¬ 
ically, their relations with it continue to be those of a “diaspora” with 
its center, thereby inverting the equation in the Israeli nationalist nar¬ 
rative of a return to the mother country. For members of this fourth 
Russian immigration, exile is ultimately inside Israel, where Russian 
cultural particularism has every chance of developing. 26 The notion of 
unilateral assimilation into the Hebrew nation is blown apart in favor 
of more pluralist avenues; such attitudes readily flout the idea of a 
mythified land, emblem of a past that used to give its whole meaning 
to the Jewish presence in contemporary Israel. 

To come back to post-Zionism as ordinarily understood in intellec¬ 
tual circles, it is generally identified with those who are called “new” 


214 Metamorphoses 


historians. Their novelty essentially lies in their rereading of the his¬ 
tory of Zionism and of the state of Israel. Their way of writing history 
is not revolutionary from a methodological standpoint, however. In 
recent years, their interpretations have aroused lively controversy both 
in the Israeli press and in academia. The historical debate, long con¬ 
fined to the university, is thus conducted in broad daylight and privi¬ 
leged in the media. On many points, the arguments advanced were 
not totally unknown to those interested in Zionism and its history. 
But the echoes they now produce are an additional proof of the de¬ 
mocratization of intellectual debate in Israel and the pluralism that 
now obtains there. There has even been a television series, tided Tekuma 
(“Renaissance”), recounting a history of the State of Israel quite dif¬ 
ferent from the conventional mythology, which was transmitted while 
the country was celebrating its fiftieth anniversary. This, too, provoked 
animated public debate, showing that an Israeli national identity is 
still in gestation and that its myths, even if durable, are beginning to 
crack seriously. 

It goes without saying that these questionings by the “new” histo¬ 
rians are endogenous; they are the expression of preoccupations inside 
the country, remote from those of the Jews of the Diaspora, which are 
absolutely not taken into account. While the new Israeli history criti¬ 
cizes preceding historiography as typical of nationalist historiography, 
closely dependent on the isolation in which it developed , 27 it still cen¬ 
ters exclusively on Israel, although it now takes the Arabs into consid¬ 
eration. While the “Jerusalem School” had given pride of place to the 
land of Israel, the “new history” has chosen Israel as the exclusive sub¬ 
ject of its attention. Despite its revisionism, it is no less invigorating, 
at least because less edifying. 

In the light of Palestinian claims, new questions have appeared 
about the right of the Jewish people to the land of Israel . 28 Faced with 
the messianism of religious Zionism and with the radicalism of the 
traditional right wing, which implies that widespread Jewish settle¬ 
ment is alone capable of performing the duties of the Jewish people 
toward their land, weighty feelings of guilt are being expressed within 
the secular left, to which the historians espousing post-Zionism (if not 
postmodernism) belong. The regrets engendered by the Six Day War 
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conquests are gradually provoking a reexamination of previous con¬ 
quests. Has Zionism not been imposed from the outside in order to 
realize the historic right of the Jewish people over their land at the ex¬ 
pense of the concrete rights of the Palestinians who have lived there 
since time immemorial? Was there any legitimacy, even any signifi¬ 
cance, in making such a right prevail? bias Zionism not from the be¬ 
ginning committed a colonial injustice against the historic inhabitants 
of Palestine? Posed on an ethical and political level, these questions 
did not emerge in this form before the Yom Kippur War. But these 
second thoughts are also directly linked to the recent vicissitudes of 
Zionism. Since 1948, it has shifted its focus from land settlement and 
construction to state security. The pioneer movement has been re¬ 
placed by the armed services, and the defensive war has been trans¬ 
formed into the principal symbol of Zionist achievement. This atti¬ 
tude has shaped the encounter between members of the “generation 
of the State” and the Arab-Palestinian population. 

Historians and sociologists of the post-Zionist school like Baruch 
Kimmerling and Gershon Shafir subject the beginnings of political 
Zionism to reinterpretation. They make considerable effort to avoid 
using words with connotations like aliyah for Jewish immigration, 
Erets Yisrael (the land of Israel), jyeulah (redemption), jjeulat ka-karkaot 
(redemption of the land), and meomot (events), for riots and Arab 
demonstrations in the 1920s and 1930s. Breaking with a terminology 
that is fundamentally Judeo-Israeli, they reproach the sociologists and 
historians of the university establishment for not taking into consid¬ 
eration the Judeo-Arab conflict in general and Palestinian society in 
particular . 29 This new generation of intellectuals was formed toward 
the end of the 1980s, marked by the publication in English of books 
by Simha Flapan, Benny Morris, Avi Shlaim, and Ilan Pappe, com¬ 
prising a historical critique of the War of Independence, which they 
prefer to call “the 1948 War .” 30 These authors, who were soon joined 
by others like Tom Segev, maintain that the Jewish population of 
Palestine was not threatened by destruction in 1948, and that the vic¬ 
tims of the period of civil war from November 1947 to May 1948 were 
actually civilians. They also discuss the secret agreement between the 
Jewish Agency and the kingdom of Transjordania to neutralize the 
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Arab Legion. They advance new arguments to explain certain mas¬ 
sacres committed by Jewish forces, discuss the lost opportunities for 
peace, denounce the idea of a universal plot against Israel, and, as in 
the case of Yael Zeerubavel, revisit founding myths of political Zion¬ 
ism. This enterprise of reinterpretation arouses virulent attacks, testi¬ 
fying to how deeply it touches sensitive points in the Israeli national 
consciousness. The post-Zionists’ reflections reopen the problematic 
of the land and of Jewish settlement in Palestine, to which many nat¬ 
urally hesitate to rally, for reasons that are both ideological and emo¬ 
tional. In any case, critique and countercritique manifest the centrality 
of this problematic for everyone. 

The characterization of the Palestinian Jewish community and then 
of Israel as a colonial society is probably as old as the Zionist idea itself. 
But as a sociological perspective, it has only recently been formulated, 
in consequence of developments after the Six Day War in 1967. 31 The 
idea that Israel is a society of colonial-type settlements was the very 
core of Arab and Palestinian views at the end of the 1960s. In general, 
the Israeli public sees such a description as a calumny. To speak of Israel’s 
colonization implies in effect that the Jews conquered a land and that 
they despoiled and exploited the natives. This scarcely fits with the 
image that Zionism traditionally projected of itself as acting on behalf 
of a “people without land” returning to “a land without people.” For 
Gershon Shafir, Zionism is a typical colonial movement, born in the 
era of colonialism, despite its particular characteristics: the absence of 
a metropole, the marginal role played by capitalist considerations of 
profit, and its nationalist discourse and motivations . 32 Zionist histori¬ 
ography conceives of the colonization of Palestine without reference 
to colonialism. For Shafir, on the contrary, Zionism is a quite remark¬ 
able example of colonialism that succeeded in founding a state despite 
its lack of military and financial means. Collective establishments like 
the kibbutz and the moshav —the pride of Zionism—are presented as 
typical pioneer colonies. The “conquest of work” necessary for the cre¬ 
ation of the new Jew, emancipated from his Diaspora models, around 
whom the Zionist dream crystallized becomes a colonial plan to ex¬ 
clude the native from labor and land markets. 
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The Zionist Left rejects this kind of interpretation, having always 
professed self-liberation and redemption through work on the land. The 
Right, of course, does not recognize itself in it either, since it asserts that 
"‘the whole land of Israel” is the inalienable property of the Jewish 
people by virtue of a historic right, if not a providential covenant. The 
settlement initiative developed by the Gush Emunim after the Six Day 
War has been wholeheartedly supported by the government. Since then, 
Israel has established a hundred colonies, with some 100,000 residents, 
in the “territories.” This new settlement movement is distinct from the 
one prevailing until 1948 because it is sustained by a significant coer¬ 
cive force on the part of the government and the army and is legiti¬ 
mated on religious grounds. Despite this difference, it has espoused the 
pioneering ethos of Labour Zionism of the pre-state period, freed from 
its secularism and its socialism. This compromising kinship disturbs the 
Labour party somewhat, which makes a distinction between its tradi¬ 
tion of hityashvut (settlement) and the hitnahlut (colonization) of Gush 
Emunim—the latter term coming from a Hebrew root already present 
in Scripture, where it is used to describe how the ancient Hebrews took 
possession of Canaan. This being so, even the Labour movement rec¬ 
ognizes—in order to fight it—the sacred dimension of the Gush’s activ¬ 
ity. Hitnahlut evokes the taking of a “heritage” ( nahala ), the restitution 
to their legitimate owners of the “property” and of the “land of ances¬ 
tors” (nahalat avot). 

The 1967 conquests created an overlap between the limits of the 
Israeli system of control and the theological land of Israel. 33 Neither 
religious nor non-religious people could ignore this return to a “land 
of the patriarchs.” Most of the Jewish settlements had until then been 
situated on the periphery of Zion, along the coast and in the valleys of 
Mandate Palestine. With the exception of Jerusalem, the mountainous 
region, and hence the sites of the biblical kingdoms of Judah and Is¬ 
rael, had remained out of bounds. The Jews had not been able to buy 
land or establish colonies there before the 1947-48 war. And even dur¬ 
ing this first conflict, the heart of the “historic” land of Israel had not 
been invested. The upheaval introduced by the 1967 conquests thus 
had profound theological and political repercussions, as much among 
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religious people, who saw the state of the Jews becoming a Jewish state, 
as among the non-religious, who were traditionally attached to a sec¬ 
ular definition of that state. The political and demographic situation 
created a sentiment of domestic siege, which redoubled the feeling of 
external siege and prevented the inclusion of the “territories” within 
the political frontiers of Israel. The authorities still considered this new 
space to be a fortunate opportunity, a sort of territorial reservoir, fur¬ 
nishing the state with useful strategic depth in the face of a possible 
military attack. The land recendy conquered was thus very differently 
perceived by different sectors of Israeli society. 

Not all the inhabitants of “Greater Israel” benefited equally from 
the situation, and while Israel’s spatial borders seemed to have been 
pushed back, new ones took shape that crisscrossed the collectivity. 
Only 18 percent of the colonists of the “territories” affiliated with the 
Gush Emunim were oriental Jews; the rest were Ashkenazis. 34 Unlike 
the latter, who profited from this extension of the territorial frontier 
by acquiring land and developing settlements, the oriental Jews, who 
were frequently middlemen, benefited more from the enlargement of 
the economic market that followed the conquest. The integration of 
the occupied territories into the Israeli economic system created in¬ 
terdependence and instigated change in the Palestinian society of the 
West Bank and Gaza. The proximity of Israel opened vast economic 
possibilities to disadvantaged strata, while weakening the control ex¬ 
erted by traditional elements. The line of demarcation between the West 
Bank and Israel continued to constitute a limit for the traditional and 
cultivated Palestinian elite, whereas for the most disadvantaged, who 
could try to find work in Israel, it was more of an employment fron¬ 
tier. Thus in Palestinian society as in Israeli society, the borders were 
differently perceived according to social milieu. Israelis and Palestini¬ 
ans developed different visions, depending on their expectations and 
needs, of both Israel and the “territories.” 

Much more imaginary than physical, die borders of Israel therefore 
su gg est an astonishing fluidity. Israel cannot experience its territory 
the way some countries in Europe and elsewhere have learned to do. 
Here other questions are posed; the land is not yet fully acquired as a 
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stable given that raises no more doubts. Here identity is not constructed 
within the limits fixed by immutable space. The land does not yet be¬ 
long to the native like the air he breathes. For the Jew as much as for 
the Israeli, but also for the Palestinian, the land is never acquired. The 
expansion of Jewish settlements in the occupied territories has favored 
the rise of the Palestine Liberation Organization. The Intifada was the 
first mass mobilization against Israel since 1930, and this phenomenon 
has deeply affected Israeli society. In the wake of these changes, an 
open questioning of Israeli colonialism has resulted in many theories. 

Baruch Kimmerling, one of the principal representatives of post- 
Zionist sociology, rejects the idea of the uniqueness of Jewish experi¬ 
ence as able to account for the events of history and the foundation of 
Israel . 35 He prefers to substitute the paradigm of colonialism, which 
approaches Israel as a society of immigrant colonists comparable to 
other societies of that kind. The need to acquire land, at a time when 
the Jews had so little, gave rise, as we have seen, to the creation of in¬ 
stitutions and the constitution of an ethos that has profoundly marked 
the character of the society in formation in Palestine since the begin¬ 
nings of Zionism . 36 Institutionalized by the Jewish National Fund, a 
purchasing policy had the objective of assuring the transfer of Arab 
lands to Jews and preventing their return to Arabs through resale— 
which amounted to taking them out of the free market in which they 
had initially been acquired. The lands bought were maintained under 
national responsibility; the Jewish National Fund could rent them but 
not sell them—and rent them to Jews only. Thus the transfer of land 
from Arab nationals to Jewish nationals simultaneously consecrated 
its passage from private property to national property. The model of 
colonization had a collectivist effect. In the social and national context 
that prevailed in Palestine, the purchase of land guaranteed little more 
than de jure control; for hold over it to become effective, it had to be 
accompanied by settlement, by de facto control. The collectivist model 
of settlement was thus an inseparable component of the nationaliza¬ 
tion of the land. Similarly, under pressure from a group of workers 
who considered employing Arabs to be insulting to the spirit of Her- 
zlian project, Arabs workers were replaced by Jews. Kimmerling even 
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maintains that the Jewish colonists would have expelled or decimated 
the locals if they had been in a position to do so. Shafir, who develops 
a Marxist-leaning interpretation, argues that the segmentation of the 
labor market by the exclusion of Arab competition determined a sep¬ 
arate Jewish national identity. With the independence and victory of 
1948, Israel’s territorial base was enlarged well beyond the land avail¬ 
able to be bought and to receive settlements. The state imposed its 
sovereignty over all land situated inside its frontiers—a change that 
Kimmerling calls the “Israelization” of the land. In 1962, about 75 per¬ 
cent of all the land of Israel belonged to state bodies, about 18 percent 
to the Jewish National Fund, and only 7 percent to private individuals . 37 

In the period after 1967, Shafir identifies three phases. A first, military, 
phase was dominated by the Labourite current that was in power until 
1977; a moderate colonization of the “territories” was then justified by 
security considerations. A second phase belonged to Gush Emunim; 
the justification was religious and messianic. In the final, economic, 
phase, the Likkud sought to attract Israelis from the lower middle class 
to the “territories” in order to stimulate the economy. Each of the three, 
one after the other, contributed to exacerbating border conflicts. 

In Shafir’s eyes, Israel is indeed a society of a pioneer/colonial type, 
on the model of the United States or South Africa. Shafir explains the 
genesis of this colonialism by means of economic data. The immigrants 
from eastern Europe in the 1880s established the first agricultural set¬ 
tlements, moshavot like Rishon Le-Zion (“First in Zion”) and Zikhron 
Ya’akov (“Memory of Jacob”), and created a stratum of farmers. Given 
the economic hardships, these colonies were placed under the protec¬ 
tion of Baron Edmond de Rothschild and became colonial-type settle¬ 
ments, employing unskilled Arab labor on a seasonal basis. Rothschild’s 
system ceased to be viable, however, after the first decade of the twen¬ 
tieth century. The settlements then passed under the control of the 
Jewish Colonization Association (ICA), and an economic policy of ra¬ 
tionalization displaced labor power. The second wave of immigration, 
starting in 1904, saw the entry into the market of a wave of poorer 
Jews, who briefly entered into competition with Arab workers by low¬ 
ering their own standard of living. But by 1905, the struggle had be- 
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gun for the “conquest of labor” through higher salaries and the exclu¬ 
sion of Arabs from the labor market, meaning from the settlements. 
Employers responded by importing Yemeni Jews, who, it was hoped, 
could be got to work for Arab wages. This, Shafir believes, might have 
determined the hierarchical status of different Jewish ethnic groups; it 
explains the place of the Yemenis at the bottom of the social scale, and 
by extension, the place of other oriental Jewish immigrants in the so¬ 
cial structure of Israel. 

Around 1909, a new concept emerged as a solution to the problems 
of the land and work in the framework of Zionist colonization: the 
model of cooperative settlements. At this stage, national identity was 
centered on the Ashkenazi Labour movement, which excluded Arabs 
and included oriental Jews—but with second-class status. When the 
Zionist movement did not manage to attract enough private capital or 
capitalist pioneers, the only group it could recruit for settlement were 
agrarian workers. Far from striving to realize a socialist utopia, these 
engaged in a purely colonial type of setdement. The kibbutz movement 
that began in 1905 was the driving force. The socialist component in 
kibbutz ideology, Shafir argues, is merely the retrospective legitimation 
of what was at the start a purely colonial strategy. The kibbutz became 
the spearhead of colonization by driving from the labor market any 
threat of competition from Arab Palestinian workers; its success also 
belongs to the role it played in the national seizure of the land. Shafir 
was also the first historian to take advantage of Palestinian historiog¬ 
raphy—which does not, of course, mean that he has completely taken 
over Palestinian collective memory and history. The profile of Israeli 
society and the positioning of its various ethnic strata that he sketches 
are once again drawn around the issue of the land. 

It is clear that arguing their case, the post-Zionists have not always 
avoided generalizations or shortcuts. Their adversaries remind them, for 
example, that the Jews who returned to Zion did not perceive them¬ 
selves as ordinary colonists. To this, Kimmerling and others reply that 
the Boers in South Africa and the French in Algeria did not perceive 
themselves as colonists either—or at least not like the British in Australia 
or in America. Another post-Zionist weak point that is underlined by 
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their detractors is that they have not wanted to admit that, since the 
first wave of immigration in the 1880s, the Jewish settlement in Pales¬ 
tine is the clearest expression of the modern Jewish national move¬ 
ment. It was a matter of a struggle, similar to those of other ethnic 
and national groups, to create a political entity in a place they consid¬ 
ered to be their historic territory. One of the original aspects of the 
Zionist movement was simply that in this case, the creation of a na¬ 
tional state required the emigration of the population from one place 
to another. For the Jews, this combat implied a “return to history,” in 
other words, their ceasing to be a passive element among global and 
regional forces and themselves becoming an active and influential 
force. The Arabs were also outside history, and it was their encounter 
with Jewish colonization that reintroduced them into it. The creation 
of Jewish settlements emanated only from the desire to be separated 
from Arab society and to construct an entirely autonomous system, an 
economic, political, and cultural structure that would not be depen¬ 
dent on the Arab population. 

There is no lack of objections to the post-Zionist reinterpretation 
of Zionism’s history. Of course, the “new” Israeli history has little 
place for the tale of the return of the chosen people to its empty home¬ 
land, soon transformed into an earthly paradise, in the face of a gen¬ 
erally anti-Semitic and hostile world. Zionism is no longer a unique 
case of nationalism. It can be analyzed as a colonialism among others, 
with its own particularities. Another challenge is to continue to coun¬ 
teract the idealization of Zionist history by deconstructing the myth 
of the melting pot, one of the basic ideals of Zionism. 

Some people directly link Zionism’s attitude in the Middle East 
with the attitude it adopted toward the history of the Jews and of the 
traditional Jew. Thus Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin explains that the con¬ 
cept of “negation of exile” engendered the movement’s insensitivity 
and lack of openness to the Other in general, whether Jewish or Arab. 
He proposes an alternative and positive approach to the notion of ex¬ 
ile, liable to encourage tolerance of different types of “new Jews,” 
guarantee them legitimacy in contemporary Israeli society, and reinte¬ 
grate them into the collective memory . 38 He suggests seeing the Dias- 
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pora experience as a form of existence deriving from Jewish excep- 
tionalism, which he defines as a situation of constant symbiosis, in op¬ 
position to the actual reality of Israel. To choose to be a Jew is to 
choose exile, and it means nothing else. Conversely, by seeking to 
recreate a national territorial reality for the Jews and make them capa¬ 
ble of a total Jewish experience, Zionism implied the rejection and re¬ 
pression of other options for Jewish existence. In fact, Raz-Krakotzkin 
aspires to renew the sense of exile in Israel itself, without forgetting 
those who are still in a state of veritable exile, the oppressed of the 
Third World and the inhabitants of refugee camps. In his eyes, the his¬ 
toriography fabricated by Baer and Dinur, founded on the idea of his¬ 
toric continuity and presenting Jewish history as a national history, 
simply adopted the historical model of the victors. The “negation of 
exile” is at the same time a refusal to recognize the tragedy that the 
foundation of the State of Israel was for the Palestinians. 

The adversaries of the post-Zionist school roundly denounce the 
postmodern inspiration of such analyses, in which there are no longer 
events, peoples, or reality—only texts and their interpretation, a sort of 
metahistory. Of course, not all the post-Zionists are postmodernists. 
And the proponents of the old historiography themselves consider 
that these attacks on Zionism and the way in which its history is writ¬ 
ten are, in fact, launched in the name of modern values like human¬ 
ism, equality, and democracy, and that they are far removed from any 
kind of nihilism. The post-Zionist discourse is said to tend to reduce 
historiography to a chronicle of injustice and misery. It supposedly 
turns into sentimental description in which the historian is asked to 
identify with the vanquished and criticize the victors. It is as if Zion¬ 
ism’s victory sufficed to make it immoral. In fact, the post-Zionists 
(and the postmodernists along with them), who have incorporated 
postcolonial, poststructuralist, and feminist analyses into their critical 
approach to Israeli realities in the journal Teona u-vikoret (Theory and 
Critique), have succeeded in making heard alternative voices to the 
usual Zionist voice that is all-powerful in the country’s cultural space. 
And their discourses have joined others, just as discordant, like those 
of Palestinian writers of Israeli nationality such as Anton Shammas and 
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Emile. Habibi, who are shaking up the dominant representations of 
history, nation, and culture, and demonstrating the cultural violence 
exerted by Zionism upon the Palestinians. 

Without entering into the meanderings of this national debate, and 
keeping in mind that only a tiny fraction of Israeli society recognizes 
itself in post-Zionism, one has to realize that this discourse betrays a 
confused desire to return to origins, to a pre-Zionist situation, to a 
time when the land of Israel was still only a Promised Land. The cele¬ 
bration of life in exile as a metaphor for moral sensibility and openness 
to the Other only reinforces this impression. And if one is alert to the 
fundamentally ethical requirements that inspire the post-Zionists, one 
may ask whether they do not simply express a rejection of a land “dirt¬ 
ied” by the tribulations of two peoples throughout the past two cen¬ 
turies and an aspiration to a land that is “purified,” situated beyond 
contingencies, on the edge of the sacred. 

Gush Emunism also aspires to a “purified” land, but purified of the 
Other, th egoy, to a Book/land beyond the state, to the rediscovered 
land of ancient Israel. If the holiness of the post-Zionists is secular, 
that of the Gush is religious. While the former projects itself into an 
anteriority close to the Promised Land, the latter, paradoxically taking 
up the Zionist ethos, rejoins the phase of conquest, pioneering, and 
the era when Zionism on the march wanted to appropriate the land 
and make the Promised Land a reality. 


The Wandering Israeli 

The aggravation of the country’s conflicts tends periodically to reacti¬ 
vate the search for a promised land. Another aspect of this search is 
the appearance of the figure of the wandering Israeli in a nation that 
was expected to put an end to centuries of Jewish wandering. The blur¬ 
ring of landmarks is not alien to this dream. Israel is one of the rare 
countries to judge the emigration of its citizens to other places so se¬ 
verely. It is significantly the word yeridah , literally, “descent,” that is 
used to refer to voluntary departure, whether the emigrant is in search 
of better economic opportunities or quite simply wants to escape the 
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tension that dominates the daily life of the average Israeli. Teridah is 
in some sense a negation of the very fundamentals of Zionism, which 
had aspired to make the land of Israel the land of all Jews. This objec¬ 
tive was not attained, of course, since the majority of the Jewish peo¬ 
ple still live in the Diaspora. But could one not at least hope to per¬ 
manently fix the presence of the Israelis themselves? 

Whether as fantasy or as reality, wandering preoccupies even the 
native-born. In Zionist ideology, the sabra is the opposite of the wan¬ 
dering Jew of the Diaspora. It was generally acknowledged that in ar¬ 
riving in the “Promised Land,” the Jew had reached the end of his his¬ 
toric journey, that he would cease forever to wander in distant and 
foreign lands. But, as we know, once they complete their military ser¬ 
vice, young Israelis have a habit of traveling for several months, if not 
a whole year, to distant and, of course, foreign countries. The defense 
of the homeland is thus extended by a departure. But even in Israel, 
the Jew remains a nomad; his wandering is part of his life. 

That it has become possible to leave definitively, even simply to 
dream of it, testifies to a crumbling of the fundamental values around 
which the Zionist doctrine crystallized in the first years of Jewish 
colonization in Palestine, and which remained ideologically central in 
the nation’s first years . 39 This crumbling of values is itself the conse¬ 
quence of Israeli society’s lack of preparation to recognize the contra¬ 
diction between the dreamt-of homogeneity of the Zionist idea and 
the reality of a society of immigrants. Until the middle of the 1960s, 
the media and communications networks tried to prevent any infor¬ 
mation liable to undermine this ideal of homogeneity from reaching 
the public. The failure to absorb oriental Jews, and more specifically 
those from North Africa, and the economic polarization of classes, 
which was becoming sharper, were therefore carefully masked. The 
melting pot remained the Zionist credo, vigorously proclaimed at 
every opportunity. 

After the Six Day War, the disparity between the different social 
strata became quite evident. The fresh and painful awareness of this 
disparity was best expressed in the Black Panther movement, whose 
violent demonstrations clearly illustrated the failure of the Zionist 
ideal of homogeneity. It was not until the end of September 1997, at 
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the approach of the Jewish New Year, that Ehud Barak, the new leader 
of the Labour party and direct heir of the Zionist socialism that had 
dominated the country until 1977, solemnly asked for “pardon” from 
Israel’s Sephardim for the way in which they had been treated by his 
political family, saying: 

The Labour movement was responsible for the creation of the State 
of Israel. This process was accompanied by the uprooting of entire 
communities from North Africa and the Arab countries, whose mem¬ 
bers were scattered first in transit camps and then in “development 
towns” and in moshavim. They have played a pioneering role of prime 
importance in building the country. But they have never been given 
the recognition that is their right. I proclaim today how decisive their 
contribution has been. In the course of the uprooting of communities, 
families have suffered serious damage at the human level, damage that 
has left in people’s memories deep scars associated with the name of 
the Labour movement. For the suffering thus inflicted I ask pardon 
in my own name and in the name of the history of the Labour party. 40 

At this turn of the century, there was a taste for repentance every¬ 
where. This declaration, though, aroused many reactions, whether it 
was described as a sincere statement or an electoral maneuver, as an act 
of justice or an insult to the country’s founding fathers. Whatever its 
import, it correctly reminded people that Israel was not a promised 
land for everybody, and that many have experienced it even as a new 
exile in their own land, as a redoubling of their old exile. No doubt, 
the oriental Jewish communities were not the only ones to have seen 
their native cultures denied. But they were placed in the front lines, 
because power was concentrated in the hands of Ashkenazim. The 
vanity of the hope of integration has recently been expressed in the 
public’s intense interest in the ethnic past, folklore, and customs of the 
Diaspora. This interest results in the recycling of native cultures: ori¬ 
ental songs, for example, are very popular. So is the trip to the Dias¬ 
pora in search of roots, often linked to the Holocaust. The reawaken¬ 
ing of the Zionist dream is thus accompanied by a rehabilitation of 
exile—although Zionism had originally made its negation one of its 
major doctrines. 
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The wars of 1967 and 1973 marked a turning point. From the ruins 
of Zionist values thus arose the figure of the wandering Israeli. The 
Gulf War in the winter of 1991 only strengthened this process. During 
this strange conflict, the Israelis realized that they were not protected 
inside the nation’s borders, that they were exposed to missile attacks. 
Awareness of this vulnerability penetrated the private sphere. Behind 
the realistic fear, an apocalyptic terror gripped the population, which 
drew a masochistic satisfaction from images of its unstable existence, 
which became a marker of its identity. 

Recognition of the weakness, the crack, as a recurrent model of the 
history of the Jewish people is related to the interest manifested in re¬ 
cent years by many Israelis in the Kabbalah, according to which the 
creation of the world is the culmination of a process of contraction of 
the divine and a “breaking of vessels,” and its existence an exile. Peo¬ 
ple passionately reread Jewish authors like Moses Mendelssohn, Franz 
Rosenzweig, Martin Buber, Edmond Jabes, and George Steiner, who 
dissociate Jewish existence from the land. A return to talmudic models 
is apparent in the theater, for example. People try to comprehend con¬ 
temporary Israeli reality in the light of the norms of the ancient Jewish 
world. In this spirit, the foundation of the state after the Holocaust 
and the subsequent arrival of waves of refugees are perceived as one 
more chapter in the cyclical history of the wandering Jew. 

Wandering Israelis have become a recurrent theme in Israeli litera¬ 
ture, 41 involving both those who leave the country and find a temporary 
or permanent home abroad and those who stay but continually dream of 
life elsewhere. One finds them in various books published in recent 
years: Masa’be-Av (The Voyage of the Month of Av) by Aharon Megged 
(1980) ; The Mixed Tendency by Yotam Reuveni (1982) ; Menuhah nekhonah 
(translated as A Perfect Pence) by Amos Oz (1982); A Distant Land by 
Yitzhak Ben-Ner (1982); Pesek-zman (translated as Borrowed Time) by 
Amnon Jackont (1982); Gemshim me’uharim (translated as A Late Di¬ 
vorce) by A. B. Yehoshua (1982), and Mascarade by Arie Semo (1983). In 
the 1980s, this tendency grew in correspondence to the post-Yom Kippur 
War period and the arrival of Likkud in power. A sort of disenchantment 
appeared, coupled with a desire to wander. 
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The characters in these novels are sabras. The gravity of the problem 
of wandering is underscored by the fact that the authors have chosen 
sabras who are taken to be part of the elite: Ashkenazis whose parents 
had come to Palestine as pioneers and who are now politicians or edu¬ 
cators. They have received the best Israeli education, have volunteered 
for fighting units in the army, have excelled at their studies. They ap¬ 
pear solidly rooted in Israeli life, and so their wish to leave the country 
and try a new life elsewhere reveals even more clearly the seriousness of 
the personal and ideological crisis they are going through. But in the 
context of the country’s culture, it is more the desire to leave than the 
actual departure or the specific destination that furnishes the dramatic 
basis and the emotional tension in this kind of literature. 

The hero of A Distant Land, Shuvali, is haunted by the desire to leave 
with his extended family for New Zealand. In his imagination, they will 
all live a utopian life there and work the land together on a farm. It is 
not without irony that this vision is described in rigorously Zionist 
terms: Shuvali dreams of a different promised land, which he will go 
and redeem elsewhere. The first Zionists dreamed of the Mediterranean 
sun; the wandering Israeli prefers Nordic countries that will relieve him 
of the heat and pressure of Israeli life. In A Late Divorce , Israel is marked 
by ageing, madness, and confinement, whereas die Diaspora is associ¬ 
ated with youthfulness, creativity, and fertility. The wandering Israeli ex¬ 
pects a change of environment to allow him to organize the personal 
space that is lacking at home. Israel often evokes imprisonment and suf¬ 
focation for him. This whole literature reflects the current social and 
ideological crisis diat Israeli society is undergoing: conflict between gen¬ 
erations, disillusionment with myths, the oppressive feeling of confine¬ 
ment associated with a continual state of siege and amplified by the 
strong demand for conformity in a small, cramped society. 

The land of Israel is too real, it stifles and devours its inhabitants. 
Contemporary Israeli fiction reveals the growing discomfort of a gen¬ 
eration nourished on the romantic vision of sabras and their future in 
the land of pioneers, who must now deal with the gap between this vi¬ 
sion and the sociopolitical reality of Israel. Do the Israelis of today, no 
less than the Jews of yesterday, still need a “there” to allow them to es- 


The Impossible Land 229 


cape “here”? As if the Promised Land for which they are still searching 
could only be elsewhere? It is a fragile line that separates the sabra 
from the wandering Jew. 

Notwithstanding that indigenous materials and subject matter di¬ 
rectly linked to the country’s nature remain central to the plastic arts in 
Israel, a movement arose in the 1970s around the School of Art for the 
Teachers of Art in Ramat Hasharon that lies outside an affinity with 
the land and its associated mythologies. The artist and teacher Raffle 
Lavie was the driving force. 42 Calendar photographs of Swiss land¬ 
scapes appear in his works; in lieu of the nostalgia for the lost country 
of the writers from the beginning of Zionism, the artist offers images 
of a serene and snowy land, the opposite of Israel, which is neither the 
known country nor the lost one. There is a persistent desire for an 
imaginary country, similar to the dreamt of (but never seen) Palestine 
described by certain writers of the Jewish Enlightenment. There is a 
never-ending race after a land one does not have. The Promised Land, 
wherever it is, takes the place of the land that is lived. 

Using the same approach, some artists subject certain images and 
national symbols to a peculiar treatment. For example, Tamar Geller 
uses a reproduction of Piero della Francesca’s “ideal city” for his paint¬ 
ings of Tel Hai, the high point of national mythology. The tension be¬ 
tween “here” and “there” is what preoccupies these creators. The im¬ 
ages of “there” in which local ideas are reflected, are borrowed from 
tourist brochures or from classical art. An exhibition at the Israel Mu¬ 
seum during the winter of 1991 was organized around works evoking 
the absence of roots and wandering, outside any anchoring in a given 
territory or given form. The myth of the exodus from Egypt is seen, 
not as the start of a voyage toward the Promised Land, but rather as a 
text of the generation of the desert. In accord with this choice and in 
the spirit of Buber, the language and syntax of these works stress the 
dimension of expulsion implicit in the order to leave given to Abra¬ 
ham (“Leave your country . . . ”) 43 more than they do the promise of 
the land (“To your offspring I will give this land”). 44 

Is the desert not, according to Jabes, the physical and mental space 
of any nomad? Many Israeli artists turn toward the desert and borrow 
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certain traits from nomadic culture that are still preserved by the now- 
sedentarized Bedouin. These artists take the trouble to make the jour¬ 
ney, to join Bedouin encampments on a road that then leads them to 
the camps of Palestinian refugees. Others find the desert in what is re¬ 
counted in Jewish tradition and the texts that have preserved its mythic 
memory, such as the ritual tale of the exodus from Egypt that is read at 
Passover. Baggage, maps, and suitcases: all the elements of the journey 
as a quest for identity haunt the works of these artists of nomadism. 

During one of his final interviews, Jabes said that even in Israel, the 
Jew is a nomad, that wandering is part of his thinking. 45 He added 
that wherever in the world and in die dispersal they find themselves 
today, Jews are always in a situation of exile in relation to the place 
they come from. “What are the dreams of the Israelis?” he asked. One 
dreams of Morocco, another of Poland. Ultimately, there is something 
that is the world. The Jew is the world. The land that is the Jews’ is 
also the land of their exile. The Israelis are no different from other 
Jews. They carry within them not only exile from their parents, the re¬ 
ality of which was not recognized, but also their own exile, an exis¬ 
tential exile, which pushes diem constandy toward a “promised land,” 
a Book/land. If the land escapes Israelis, they also escape the land, as 
if this land were promised to impossibility. Also, this land is impossi¬ 
ble because the true place of the Jew, as Jabes said, is the Book. This is 
where he finds himself, where he questions himself; the Book is his 
freedom. 

The land of Israel does not escape its destiny as a Book/land—one 
that can be read in many voices. 


Epilogue 


Nearing the end of this book, the reader might legitimately demand 
how it happens that a land occupying a unique place in the imagina¬ 
tions of believers in the three great monotheisms is still so diverse. 
That today the “new” Israeli historians are buckling down to decon¬ 
structing the myths surrounding Zionist Israel is additional proof that 
pluralism is starting to shake up the old Zionist rhetoric that, with 
the ideological zeal typical of all nationalisms, for a long time pre¬ 
vented any dialogue. Is this new diversity of discourses precisely the 
sign that we have entered a post-Zionist phase? Given the current 
effervescence, it would be vain to try to shackle this young country 
and stick simplistic labels on it. A shift from the Zionist era to the so- 
called post-Zionist one is not easy to discern. There is no single Zion¬ 
ist discourse, just as there is no single way of demythifying Zionist 
ideological constructions. 

Those who came to settle in the land of Israel did not have a very 
clear notion of this land, and it was necessary to make it a mother 
country by bringing in Jews who had lived elsewhere for centuries. 
But Zionism did not succeed in erasing the representations that had 
sustained the Jewish people during the Diaspora. Israel could not be¬ 
come a land like any other, if only because people brought their own 
lands—those they had left, where their ancestors were buried—along 
with them. Each immigrant transported his exile with him. The less 
well he was integrated into the country, the more the nostalgia for ex¬ 
ile surfaced, as it did for the Jews of North Africa, with their cult of 
the saints. 1 In their case, the cult of the tomb of a celebrated saint 
buried in Diaspora can be seen shifting to the practice of the same cult 


232 Epilogue 

on an entirely new site in Israel, most often in a development town, 
generally full of immigrants, in a peripheral region. This phenomenon 
enjoyed a new upsurge especially in the 1970s. This migration of the 
saints brings integration to completion by importing what was lacking 
in the adopted land, thus securing an anchor. Some come with their 
country of origin, others with the Torah—but no one comes alone. And 
one should not forget the representations of the land of Israel handed 
down by previous generations and the echoes of liturgy buried in the 
immigrants’ baggage. No ideological discourse, including the Zionists’, 
could erase this multiple heritage. Even if it was somewhat stifled by 
the unifying rhetoric in vogue until quite recently, plurality existed well 
before it was loudly proclaimed. Diaspora, the Diaspora experience, 
would allow these Jews of the Maghreb to become Israelis without re¬ 
nouncing their ethnic specificity. Despite the famous ideal of the melt¬ 
ing pot, people continue to be sustained by the soil of two homelands. 
People may also strengthen their Israeli allegiance outside the geopo¬ 
litical borders of Israel: Moroccans returning to their country of origin 
for a limited stay find there the roots of their Israeli identity; young Is¬ 
raelis are taken on trips to the central sites of the Holocaust in Poland. 2 
One no longer needs nearby sites in Israel itself to construct one’s iden¬ 
tity, since it also has resources outside, where the history of the Jews 
unfolded for better or worse. The history of the Jews is not separate 
from the history of the Israelis. It was only made so artificially, for ide¬ 
ological reasons, because it was believed that everything should happen 
on Israel’s ground even if this implied forgetting what came before, for¬ 
getting the unforgettable. Now that the borders of Israel are fluctuating 
more than ever, that the voices of Palestinians are heard better than ever, 
and that an awareness that another people also have rights over this 
land is being asserted, horizons are being stretched and the obsessive 
attachment to the soil is giving way to other forms of rootedness. 

If Israel is a problem, this is not only because its inhabitants never 
stop revisiting their land, infinitely multiplying the ways they look at it. 
The Diaspora, too, projects onto this country its own expectations and 
frustrations, hopes and disappointments, symbols and dreams. Israel is 
invested with so much holiness that in certain milieux it becomes im¬ 
possible even to engage in a discussion on this subject. It is untouch- 


Epilogue 233 


able. Whoever criticizes it risks being denounced by someone as a 
blasphemer, even though within its borders, Israel is applying itself to 
a long and painful effort of demythification and self-criticism. Israeli 
governments follow one after the other, and there are always Jews in 
the Diaspora who approve of each of them without turning a hair, 
even when passions are unleashed in Israel itself. However, it is cer¬ 
tainly erroneous to believe that all Diaspora Jews approve uncondi¬ 
tionally of Israel, whatever policy it pursues. But this country is an in¬ 
tegral part of the identity of a good part of world Jewry, especially 
since the Six Day War. Let us take the French case as an example. In 
France, there is an existential Zionism that is by no means monolithic, 
more a personal search than an ideology. 3 In some ways, the Jews of 
France incarnate a Zionism typical of postindustrial society: it is de- 
politicized, stripped of ideology, and brings the individual to the heart 
of its vision. Within this recomposition of identity, one can imagine 
the affective charge that is attached to Israel. This does not mean that 
identification necessarily implies some impulse to emigrate; one has to 
bear in mind the small number of those who go there. Moreover, the 
vision of Israel varies considerably according to the group—practicing 
or nonpracticing, secular or ultra-Orthodox. In France, Israel is a pre¬ 
ferred field of study for the Jewish public, if only in terms of acquir¬ 
ing the Hebrew language, particularly in non-religious milieux. One 
learns Hebrew because of the relationship one has with Israel and not 
necessarily because one wants to plunge into reading Scripture. The 
trip to Israel is a modern form of the pilgrimages of old, and it is much 
more common among French than among American Jewry. The trip/ 
pilgrimage plays a structuring role in identity, but like any pilgrim¬ 
age, it involves more the pilgrim himself than the reality of the coun¬ 
try he visits, the only aspects of which he remembers are those corre¬ 
sponding to his own expectations. Discordant voices have been raised 
here and there, especially in recent years, to denounce the policy of the 
government of the day. But for the Jews of the Diaspora, Israel still 
constitutes an important source of pride, especially since 1967. It re¬ 
mains a land endowed with many positive attributes, a land of refuge, 
in the face of memories of wandering in the black years of the German 
Occupation. 
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In the United States, after the Six Day War, Israel became the reli¬ 
gion of Jewish Americans, the civil religion of organized American 
Jewry, as well as the supreme source of identity and community self- 
expression . 4 In this case, as in France’s, there is no justification for see¬ 
ing this as a phenomenon of double allegiance: far from it, since it is 
essentially a matter of a symbolic relationship with the land and with 
the very reality of that land. This relationship, as developed and ex¬ 
pressed, remains largely detached from Israel in a concrete sense, more 
in the domain of metaphor, even when there is militancy in favor of 
Israel and financial support of it. In fact, Israel represents what one is 
not and what one would like to be—not to mention the ethical values 
it is supposed to incarnate. Close reading of contemporary American 
Jewish literature makes it appear that American Jews today define 
themselves as much with respect to Israel as to the past of their fa¬ 
thers, the Jews of eastern Europe or from old neighborhoods that were 
densely Jewish, like the Lower East Side of New York City. Any up¬ 
heaval in Israel is liable to compromise their identity construct—hence 
the sacred aura invariably attached to it. In Jewish American schools, 
children are taught not to question Israeli policy; feelings of loyalty to 
the state of Israel are exalted. 

This being so, and notwithstanding the teaching that is dispensed 
and absorbed in the United States, the phase of unconditional support 
for Israel has ended since the 1980s with the occupation of Lebanon. 
The Intifada in 1987 only reinforced this wave of criticism, which has 
continued to grow since then. Of course, large sectors of the Ameri¬ 
can Jewish population still feel outraged by denunciations of Israeli 
policy by intellectuals like Woody Allen. The critical attitude is wide¬ 
spread in the columns of a Jewish progressive journal like Tikkun or a 
conservative one like Commentary. While it is true that many Ameri¬ 
can Jews are critical of Israel, or quite simply indifferent to it, the or¬ 
ganized Jewish community continues to support the State of Israel 
solidly, which is the case in France as well. Even if they do not adhere 
to Zionist ideology properly speaking, American Orthodox Jews as¬ 
sociated with Agudat Israel—a political and religious movement that 
in the 1999 elections, along with its allies, won five seats in the Israeli 
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Knesset—defend the existence of Israel because that country is cur¬ 
rently a great center of Orthodox Judaism, and because the hope of 
seeing it become a true Orthodox state has never been so great. As for 
the American Reform movement, it is entirely pro-Israeli. 

These days, Western Jews plead in favor of integration into the Di¬ 
aspora while manifesting a proud loyalty toward the “homeland”—a 
“homeland” where few Americans, French, or Britons would like to 
live. Dispersed throughout the world, culturally and religiously di¬ 
vided, the Jewish people still remain united in the support they lend to 
the existence of a Jewish state, where Hebrew is spoken, where a grow¬ 
ing number of Jews live, and which many others visit to refresh their 
Jewish identity, even when they are not religious. After the Holocaust, 
attachment to Israel is laden with much sentimentality; the dominant 
figure of the heroic soldier or kibbutznik relegates to the background 
the painful memory of the victims of genocide. The Six Day War rein¬ 
forced this glorious image, which was approved even by non-Jewish 
public opinion. The Jewish imagination of the Diaspora apprehended 
Israel and the Israelis in a romantic mode, which the latter did nothing 
to demystify. Still today, the Diaspora does not see Israel for what it is, 
which prevents a true encounter with this land and its inhabitants. This 
also partly prevents Israel from becoming what it truly wishes to be, 
since it must trail behind it these often impossible expectations. Israel 
as it is experienced day to day by its citizens largely escapes the Jews of 
the Diaspora, who prefer to see and find in it what they want to see and 
find there. Israeli post-Zionism is hardly preoccupied with the myths 
feeding on Israel in the contemporary Diaspora, since its first task is to 
demolish those of Zionism. The still rather guarded entry of part of the 
Jewish American population into the phase diat is described by some 
as post-Zionist perhaps does not mark the end of its passionate rela¬ 
tionship with Israel. Rather, it inaugurates the start of a more authen¬ 
tic relationship between the two communities. However, this is less 
true for France, where post-Zionism remains beyond the horizon of 
French Jews, with the exception of certain small elites. 

Still, once may ask how this land, imagined and reimagined for cen¬ 
turies, could ever free itself from the sediment of images inseparable 
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from its essence.(Perhaps it is fated to exist through mixed and inter¬ 
posed images, even in its most immediate reality. Israeli Israel, so mul¬ 
tiple, scarcely resembles the Israel seen from the Diaspora, itself so 
plural—not to mention the Israel of the media, and many others. A 
singular land, the land of Israel still escapes uniqueness, and its myths 
continue to sprout in the furrows traced by the pion eers^ 


Afterword 


In the autumn of 2000, the second Intifada took off, triggered by a 
visit on the part of Ariel Sharon—then an Israeli opposition party 
politician—to a site which, for the Muslims, is the Esplanade of the 
Mosques, and for the Jews, the Temple Mount. Even if this visit was 
not perhaps the principal reason for a return to hostilities between Is¬ 
raelis and Palestinians, it furnished a new proof of the profoundly sym¬ 
bolic value and the sacrality that both peoples attach to each parcel of 
this land claimed by both sides. 

The gravity of the second Intifada and the hundreds of deaths it has 
provoked on each side will mark the future generations who will go 
on living on ground now saturated with the blood of martyrs. And 
the memory of the dead will long haunt the history of a partition of 
the land that, if it indeed comes about someday, will have been im¬ 
possible for decades. That memory will naturally redouble the sacral¬ 
ity of this land, a land nourished with the blood of the dead, blood 
that offers the states constructed or to be constructed on this land a 
window on Heaven. 

Sacrality and nationalism have never been incompatible—quite the 
contrary. As it happens, the sacred nourishes nationalism, because the 
sacred and the religious immunize the temporal and offer it innocence. 
Zionism itself, whose key players were deeply secular, cited the sacrality 
of the land of Israel and its place in the traditional Jewish imagination 
in order to give meaning and legitimacy to the establishment of a Jew- 2 37 
ish state on this land. Today, the Palestinians in turn drench this same 
land with such sacrality that men and women are willing to sacrifice 
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their lives for its sake. Such a sacrifice manifests their devotion to the 
land and illustrates and reinforces the sacred right they have to it. 
These holy warriors exalt the nation from which they have sprung and 
foreground the exalted nobility of the cause for which they are fight¬ 
ing. Henceforth, on both sides, it is bloodshed that time and again re¬ 
news the unshakeable alliance between the people and its land. Less 
than a year after the attack on the Delphinarium discotheque in Tel 
Aviv on June 1, 2001, whose victims were mostly young Russians, a 
book of testimony by their relatives was published. One of the au¬ 
thors, Dimitri Radyshevsky, explains: “For the Russians, the Delphi¬ 
narium was a mini-Holocaust. But if the terrorists’ goal was to make 
them flee Israel, they have achieved exactly the opposite. These fami¬ 
lies will no longer be able to leave this ground bathed with the blood 
of their children .” 1 

This blood tie can only further undermine the chances of a peace 
that each day appears more improbable. It establishes a genealogy of 
belonging; a Palestinian genealogy superimposed upon the Israeli ge¬ 
nealogy. If the Bible is supposed to guarantee the historic right of Jews 
to the land of Israel, it is the blood spilled by the Palestinians that today 
endorses their right to the soil—an arid soil, watered with this blood, 
on which one day a “guiltless” purified state will spring up. 

The Western imagination is caught up in this conflict. The space that 
the international press devotes to events in this part of the world de¬ 
notes the inordinate symbolic importance of this land, ultimately sacred 
for everyone. Moreover, the conflict has burst forth elsewhere, in Eu¬ 
rope, pitting Jews and Arabs against each other in places where previ¬ 
ously cohabitation had been possible. Here again, the political dimen¬ 
sion of events is bonded with a new significance. In Europe, it takes the 
form of a conflict between religious communities, between Jewish com¬ 
munities and Muslim communities. So has a “war of religions” begun, 
then, where it could have been avoided? The Arabs of France identify 
with their brothers in the Middle East, first with Muslims, and then 
with Palestinians. And the Jews of France identify with Israeli Jews, 
their co-religionists. Here, where politics should take precedence, it is 
the religious that comes up. Of course, not all the Jews or all the Arabs 
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of western Europe identify in the same way with the protagonists of 
the Middle East conflict. But one scarcely any longer hears from those 
who remain (and want to stay) outside this new “war of religions.” 

How to untie the knots, spun in blood, between the political and 
the religious? One only need mention Israel for the subject, and even 
its political aspects, to take on strange religious overtones. Marked 
with the seal of biblical writings, of imaginary overinvestment, of re¬ 
ligious emotion reactivated by nationalisms, this land cannot remain 
neutral and escape the grip of sacralized politics. The Camp David 
summit in the summer of 2000 failed over the question of Jerusalem 
and not over the problem of refugees. 2 French President Jacques Chirac, 
searching for a solution to the question of the Temple Mount, even 
dreamed of a division of sovereignty that was not horizontal but ver¬ 
tical: the Palestinians would get the Esplanade of the Mosques and a 
“certain depth of subsoil,” and the Israelis, “a sovereignty beginning at 
the depth of the presumed ruins of the Temple.” 3 

Of course, for believers, there is nothing surprising about the fact 
that this land of Israel bears the weight of its sacrality, but this is also 
sometimes true of laypeople. Even though he is not religious, when he 
was asked how he could let the question of the Temple Mount prevent 
an agreement from being reached, Gilead Sher, who led the negotia¬ 
tions for Ehud Barak from 1999 to 2001, replied: “We are not extrem¬ 
ists, but we have a tradition, a site of worship where our ancestors 
prayed. One cannot sweep that away with the back of one’s hand.” 4 

The adoption of the theme by secular politicians arises from a ma¬ 
nipulation that makes the situation inextricable. You can’t negotiate 
over the sacred. So will it have to be God who puts an end to the mur¬ 
derous conflict that each day only grows more inflamed? How can one 
live in peace in this land of men and women while anticipating salva¬ 
tion from on high? The oversacralization of the land, which is just as 
much the case among Palestinians as Israelis, particularly since the sec¬ 
ond Intifada, can only fan the conflagration there, if not spread it else¬ 
where, to anywhere Jews and Muslims are in close contact with each 
other. For the politicians, the sacred has become a political weapon, 
which is, moreover, inevitably turned against those who use it. 
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It is time to disentangle the ideal Israel of those who observe the com¬ 
mandments from the Israel of compromise in which Israelis seeking 
peace want to live. And for the Palestinians, too, it comes down to un¬ 
coupling the sacrality of the imagined land from political self-affirmation. 
Only recourse to die political means (even if imperfect) that democratic 
countries know how to use will allow the Palestinians to found the state 
to which they aspire, within recognized borders. The sacred cannot be 
divided. The land can. 


COLLEGIUM BUDAPEST, JUNE 2002 


Chronology 


This chronology aims merely to allow the reader better to situate in time a certain 
number of events of variable importance, to which allusions are made in the body 
of the text. It is neither a general chronology of the history of the Jewish people 
nor a general chronology of the history of Palestine or Israel. 

end of the eleventh century b.c.e. Establishment of a kingdom by Saul. 
circa 964 b.c.e. Completion of the building of the First Temple. 
circa 931 b.c.e. Death of Solomon. Schism between the kingdom of Judah to 
the south and the kingdom of Israel to the north. 
circa 722 b.c.e. Fall of the kingdom of Israel and deportation to Assyria. 
circa 586 b.c.e. Fall of the kingdom of Judah; destruction of the First Temple; 

deportation to Babylonia. 

539 b.c.e. Cyrus’s decree. 

515 b.c.e. Completion of the building of the Second Temple. 

332 b.c.e. Conquest of Syria and Palestine by Alexander the Great. 

167 b.c.e. Start of the revolt of the Maccabees against the Seleucid sovereign 
Antiochus IV Epiphanes. 

164 b.c.e. Liberation of the Temple by the Maccabees. 

63 b.c.e. Roman conquest of Judea. 
ad 66-74 Great revolt of Judea against Rome. 

68 Yohanan ben Zakai flees besieged Jerusalem and negotiates with Vespasian his 
settling in Yavneh. 

70 Fall of Jerusalem; destruction of the Second Temple. 

132-135 Revolt of Simeon bar-Kokhba. 

circa 175 Judah the Prince settles in Bet-Shearim in Lower Galilee. 
end of the second century The Babylonian Exilarch Hunah is buried in the 
Holy Land. 

circa 200 Completion of the Mishnah. 

third-fifth centuries Emergence of Babylonia as the main center of Jewish 
settlement and erudition. 
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END OF THE fourth century Completion of the Jerusalem Talmud. 

end of the fifth century Completion of the Babylonian Talmud. 

sixth-eleventh centuries The period called “Gaonic,” dominated by the 
flourishing of Babylonian academies. 

636-37 Conquest of Palestine by the Arabs. 

1085 Taking of Toledo by the Christians. Significant advance of the Reconquista. 

1096 First Crusade. 

1099 Conquest of Jerusalem by the Crusaders. 

twelfth century Voyages by Petahia of Regensburg and by Benjamin ofTudela. 

1140 Judah Halevi leaves Spain for the land of Israel. 

1180 Moses Maimonides, in Egypt, completes the Mishneh Torah. 

thirteenth century Immigration of French rabbis to the Holy Land; publi¬ 
cation of the Zohar. 

1267 Moses Nahmanides arrives in Acre. 

1290 Expulsion of the Jews from England. 

1394 Final expulsion of the Jews from France. 

1488-90 Obadiah of Bertinoro writes three letters describing his voyages and his 
first impressions of the Holy Land. 

1492 Expulsion of the Jews from Spain. 

1515-16 Conquest of Palestine by the Ottomans. 

sixteenth century Jewish Renaissance in Galilee; development of a kabbalis- 
tic center in Safed; Jacob Berab’s initiative to restore the Sanhedrin; recon¬ 
struction ofTiberiad; Joseph Karo’s Shulhan Arukh appears; creation of 
Jewish regional and general authorities in Poland and Lithuania. 

seventeenth century Sabbatean crisis. 

start of the eighteenth century First book of general and Palestinian ge¬ 
ography in Yiddish. 

EIGHTEENTH century Birth of Hassidism; birth of Haskalah (Jewish Enlight¬ 
enment) that is propagated in the nineteenth century in eastern Europe and 
in the twentieth in North Africa. Russian Jews are forced to settle in a cir¬ 
cumscribed region, “the Pale of Settlement.” 

1760-70 Hassidic immigration to the Holy Land. 

1790-91 Emancipation of the Jews in France. 

1798 Voyage of Nahman of Bratslav to the land of Israel. 

1799 Napoleon Bonaparte in Egypt and in the Holy Land. 

starting in 1808 Immigration of Perushim (followers of the Vilna Ga’on) to 
the Holy Land. 

starting in 1827 The British Jewish philanthropist Moses Montefiore makes 
seven trips to Palestine. 

1830 Mehemet Ali, viceroy of Egypt, reclaims Syria and Palestine from the Ottomans. 

starting in the 1830s Immigration of oriental Jews, especially from North 
Africa. 
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1830s—1880s Awakening of nationalisms in Europe; religious pre-Zionists ur¬ 
gently summon Jews to return to Palestine. 

1840 The Damascus AfFair. 

1840s Millenarian revival. 

1859 Digging of the Suez Canal. 

1860 Foundation in Paris of the Alliance israelite universelle. 

1860S-1870S Traditionalist groups, nationalist students, and philanthropists make 
proposals for agricultural colonization of Palestine. 

1862 Publication of Rome and Jerusalem by Moses Hess. 

1865 Creation in London of the Palestine Exploration Fund, a scientific society 
for research in Palestine. 

1870 Foundation of the agricultural school Mikveh Yisrael in Jaffa. 

1876 Publication of George Eliot’s novel Daniel Deronda calling for a gathering 
of Jews in the Holy Land. 

1880S-1890S Multiplication of European societies for the colonization of Pales¬ 
tine; creation of the first agricultural setdements in Palestine. 

1881- 82 Pogroms in Russia following the assassination of Alexander II; mass ex¬ 

odus of Jews to America, to western Europe and to some extent to Pales¬ 
tine; birth of the Lovers of Zion movement. 

1882 Yehuda Leib Pinsker publishes Auto-Emancipation calling upon Jews to take 
charge of their destiny and redefine themselves as a territorial nation. 

1882- 1904 First wave of Jewish immigration to Palestine. 

starting in 1882 Edmond de Rothschild gives support to colonies in Palestine. 

1890 Foundation of Baron Maurice de Hirsch’s first agricultural settlement, at 
Moisesville in Argentina. 

1891 The Blackstone Memorandum, a petition for the return of Jews to Palestine, 

comes from the American millenarian William E. Blackstone; foundation of 
the Jewish Colonization Association (ICA). 

1894-1906 Dreyfus AfFair. 

1896 Publication of The Jewish State by Theodor Herzl. 

1897 First Zionist Congress in Basel. 

1903- 5 Israel Zangwill leads the fight for a “Ugandan” solution. 

1904- 14 Second wave of immigration to Palestine. 

1905 The World Zionist Organization rejects the Ugandan solution; Zangwill 
provokes a schism and creates the Jewish Territorial Organization (ITO); 
start of the “conquest of labor” in Palestine and the kibbutz movement. 

1909 Creation of Tel Aviv. 

1911 Creation of a women’s farm in Lower Galilee. 

1917 The Balfour Declaration. 

1919- 23 Third wave of Jewish immigration to Palestine. 

1920- 30 Activity by the Brit Shalom group, which does not believe that Zionism 
and Palestine are able to resolve the Jewish question. 
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1922 The Palestine Mandate is granted to Great Britain. 

1924-28 Fourth wave of Jewish immigration to Palestine. 

1926-66 Israel in Exile , a monumental work in several volumes by the Zionist his¬ 
torian Ben-Zion Dinur (Dinaburg). 

1930-39 Fifth wave of Jewish immigration to Palestine. 

1936 Arab riots in Palestine. 

1947 Adoption of the division of Palestine by the General Assembly of the 
United Nations. 

1947-49 War of Independence. 

may 14, 1948 Proclamation of the Independence of the State of Israel. 

1950s Massive immigration to Israel. 

1956 Suez War. 

1964 Creation of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). 

1967 Six Day War; the core of ancient Israel is occupied by the Israelis, and Israeli 
society is turned upside down; Zionism unable to answer the problems 
posed by Israeli occupation of the territories. 

1973 Yom Kippur War; Israeli society loses confidence in its leaders and increas¬ 
ingly questions its identity. 

1974 Foundation of the nationalist and religious extraparliamentary party Gush 
Emunim (“Faith Bloc”). 

1977 For the first time since the state’s creation, arrival in power of the national¬ 
ist Right, which accelerates Jewish settlement in occupied territories; Pres¬ 
ident Anwar Sadat of Egypt addresses the Knesset. 

1978 Camp David Agreements between Egypt and Israel. 

1979 Peace treaty between Israel and Egypt. 

1980s Publication of the first works by a new generation of intellectuals formed 
around the historical critique of the War of Independence; they will be 
called “new” historians. A wide public debate continues around these his¬ 
torians’ allegations and marks, among other things, the start of a post-Zion¬ 
ist era in Israel; birth of a literature whose principal theme is the wandering 
Israeli. 

1981 Annexation of Golan by Israel. 

1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon. 

1987 Start of the first Intifada, the “war of stones.” 

1991 The Gulf War; opening of the peace conference in Madrid. 

1992 Return of the Labour party to power. 

1993 Oslo Accords. Mutual recognition between Israel and the PLO. 

1994 The Gaza-Jericho Accord authorizing the creation of a Palestinian authority 
in both of these autonomous zones. Peace treaty between Israel and Jordan. 

1995 Agreement over the extension of Palestinian autonomy to the whole of the 
West Bank and Gaza. Assassination of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, ar¬ 
chitect of the peace with Yasser Arafat, by an Israeli religious extremist. 
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1996 Recurrent Islamist attacks; Israel bombs south Lebanon; Benjamin Ne¬ 
tanyahu of the Likkud is elected prime minister; tensions with Arab coun¬ 
tries and with Palestinian authorities continue to be exacerbated. 

1997 Protocol agreement on redeployment in Hebron. The new head of the 
Labour party, Ehud Barak, asks for “pardon” from Israel’s Sephardim for 
the way they have been treated by his party. 

1998 Fiftieth anniversary of the creation of the State of Israel. The Wye River 
Memorandum, signed by Israel and the Palestinians, aims to overcome the 
current impasse in the peace process. 

1999 Legislative elections are anticipated in Israel and the Labour leader Ehud 
Barak becomes prime minister with 56.08 percent of the votes. The Sharm- 
el-Sheikh memorandum is signed by Israelis and Palestinians, who promise 
to reopen and accelerate negotiations over the permanent status of the “ter¬ 
ritories” with a view to a conclusive agreement. Fifth anniversary of the 
signing by deceased Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and the deceased King 
Hussein of the peace treaty between Israel and Jordan; during these five 
years, the two countries have done everything to apply the terms of this 
agreement. 

2000 Ehud Barak is abandoned by some of his allies (notably religious ones); a 
government crisis ensues. Failure of the Camp David talks between Barak and 
Yasser Arafat under the aegis of the United States. The status of Jerusalem is 
the stumbling block, but voices are heard in Israel questioning the principle 
of the indivisibility of the capital. In October, after a visit by Ariel Sharon, 
leader of the Likkud party, to the “Esplanade of the Mosques” (“Temple 
Mount” for the Jews), a vicious cycle begins, and the dynamic seems to 
have shifted from peace to war. The “Intifada of AI Aqsa,” by its sudden vi¬ 
olence, both betrays the loss of legitimacy of the historic leader of the PLO, 
Yasser Arafat, and marks a turning point in Palestinian demands that breaks 
with their previous moderate line. The extremists of both camps play on the 
religious dimension to make the conflict insoluble. On December 9, Ehud 
Barak resigns. 

2001 On February 6, the Israelis elect Ariel Sharon, the Likkud candidate, to the 
post of prime minister. The veteran Labour leader Shimon Peres becomes 
foreign minister in Sharon’s government of national unity. On April 17, for 
the first time since the second Intifada erupted, Israeli troops seize back 
land controlled by the Palestinians in the Gaza Strip. On May 8, the 
youngest victim of the Intifada is killed by shrapnel from an Israeli tank 
shell at the age of four months. On May 14, Israeli troops kill five Palestin¬ 
ian policemen manning a checkpoint in the West Bank and launch a major 
bombardment of security targets in the Gaza Strip. On May 18, a Palestin¬ 
ian suicide bomber kills himself and five Israelis at a shopping mall in Ne- 
tanya. Israel bombs the West Bank towns of Nablus and Ramallah. On May 
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21, in his report on the Middle East conflict, former U.S. senator George 
Mitchell calls for an immediate ceasefire and a freeze on expansion of Jewish 
settlements in the occupied territories. On May 22, Sharon rejects Mitchell’s 
call for the freeze on Jewish settlement expansion and describes the settie- 
ments as “a vital national enterprise.” On June 1, a suicide bomber kills 
nineteen young Israelis at the Dolphinarium discotheque in Tel Aviv. On 
July 19, three Palestinians, including a three-month-old baby, are killed by 
Jewish extremists near Hebron. On August 4, Israel’s strategy of assassinat¬ 
ing Palestinian political and military leaders moves to within one rung of 
Yasser Arafat, as two missiles narrowly miss a car carrying Marwan Barghuti, 
the man who rules the streets of the West Bank. On August 9, a suicide 
bomber blows himself up in a pizza restaurant in Jerusalem, killing fifteen 
people and wounding ninety. On August 12, a Palestinian suicide bomber 
blows himself up in a cafe near Haifa, wounding fifteen people. On August 
14, Israeli tanks move into the West Bank city of Jenin and open fire on the 
Palestinian police station, which is strongly criticized by Washington. On 
September 11, suicide bombers in hijacked airliners destroy the World Trade 
Centre and part of the Pentagon. On September 12, Israeli tanks enter the 
Palestinian-ruled desert town of Jericho. On September 15, there is a major 
incursion of Israeli forces into the Gaza Strip. On September 16, Israel be¬ 
comes as an early stumbling block to Washington’s plans to recruit Arab 
states to a broad war coalition against Afghanistan as Prime Minister Sharon 
rebuffs U.S. calls for ceasefire talks and orders the invasion of Palestinian- 
ruled Ramallah. European countries fear that Israel is using the interna¬ 
tional focus on events in the United States as a cover for punitive actions 
against the Palestinians. On September 17, Sharon declares he will not sac¬ 
rifice national interests for Washington’s desire to forge a broad war coali¬ 
tion. On September 28, thousands of Palestinians mark the first anniversary 
of the second Intifada. On October 2, President George W. Bush says that 
he is prepared to back the creation of a Palestinian state. American relations 
with Israel plunge to their lowest point in a decade. On October 11, the 
Bush administration envisages Jerusalem as a shared capital for an Israeli 
and a Palestinian state. On October 15, Israeli forces withdraw from Pales¬ 
tinian neighborhoods in the West Bank city of Hebron, following a meet¬ 
ing of Israeli and Palestinian security officials. On October 17, the far-right 
tourism minister, Rehavam Zeevi, is murdered in Jerusalem. Violence in¬ 
tensifies across the West Bank. On October 19, Israeli forces seize large ar¬ 
eas of Bethlehem, Ramallah, Nablus, and Jenin. October 17, bowing to in¬ 
ternational pressure, Israel agrees to pull out its troops from Bethlehem. 
On November 7, Sharon warns that he has a plan to bring one million 
more Jews to Israel. On November 22, five Palestinian children are killed 
while walking to school by a powerful explosion in a refugee camp in the 
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southern Gaza Strip. On November 23, 59 percent of Israelis support the 
creation of a Palestinian state, according to a Gallup opinion in the Mimriv 
newspaper. December 3, Israel helicopter gunships fire missiles at targets 
near Arafat’s headquarters in Gaza City. Sharon warns Arafat that he is en¬ 
gaged in a war that could end in his own destruction. On December 4, Is¬ 
raeli helicopters and jets hit Palestinian Authority targets in the Gaza Strip 
and West Bank, as Tel Aviv takes further retaliatory action for the killing of 
twenty-five people in three recent suicide bombings. On December 5, the 
Israeli government agrees to a twelve-hour pause in the offensive against 
the Palestinian Authority as Arafat apparently bows to pressure to arrest se¬ 
nior members of the militant groups Hamas and Islamic Jihad. On Decem¬ 
ber 7, Israel resumes air strikes against the Palestinian Authority. On De¬ 
cember 10, one of Israel’s few Arab parliamentarians, Azmi Bishara, goes on 
trial charged with undermining the state. On December 13, Israeli heli¬ 
copters pound Palestinian buildings in the West Bank and Gaza, in a cam¬ 
paign of political and military retaliation for deadly Palestinian attacks. 
Sharon breaks off all ties with Arafat. December 16, U.S. Middle East envoy 
Anthony Zinni returns to Washington from an aborted ceasefire mission 
that produced the most spectacular surge in violence in the fifteen months 
of the Palestinian uprising. 

On January 5, Israel discovers a Palestinian ship loaded with fifty tons of 
arms. Arafat denies that the shipment was ordered by the Palestinian Au¬ 
thority. On February 1, Sharon says that he regrets not having “eliminated” 
Arafat twenty years ago during the invasion of Lebanon but denies he has 
any plans to harm him now. On February 11, Israel attacks Palestinian secu¬ 
rity headquarters in Gaza City in a second day of reprisals for an unprece¬ 
dented Palestinian missile attack on southern Israel. On February 26, Is¬ 
raelis and Palestinians agree to resume peace talks as interest grows in a 
Saudi peace plan (Israel would withdraw from all the territories seized in 
1967—the West Bank, Gaza, East Jerusalem, and the Golan Heights—and 
in return, all Arab states would offer normal diplomatic relations—includ¬ 
ing a peace deal recognizing Israel’s right to exist and securing its borders). 
On February 27, Europe’s foreign policy chief, Javier Solana, meets Crown 
Prince Abdullah of Saudi Arabia to explore the peace initiative. On Febru¬ 
ary 28, the Israeli army storms the Balata refugee camp, the biggest in the 
West Bank and other strategic positions. Simultaneous invasion of the Jenin 
refugee camp. On March 2, a suicide bomber blows himself up in an ultra¬ 
orthodox Jerusalem neighborhood. Nine people are killed, including six 
children. On March 4, seventeen Palestinians, including five children, are 
killed in Ramallah as Israel steps up military pressure. On March 10, a Hamas 
member detonates a suicide bomb full of nails and metal screws in the 
crowded Moment Cafe in Jerusalem, killing eleven people and wounding 
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more than fifty. Israel responds by destroying the Palestinian president’s 
headquarters in Gaza City. On March 12,20,000 Israeli troops invade refugee 
camps in the Gaza Strip and reoccupy the West Bank town of Ramallah. 
The United Nations Security Council for the first time endorses an inde¬ 
pendent Palestinian state and UN secretary-general Kofi Annan accuses Is¬ 
rael of “illegal occupation” of Palestinian land. On March 14, U.S. envoy 
General (ret.) Anthony Zinni arrives in Israel in the hopes of restarting the 
peace process after a week of unprecedented violence. On March 18, the 
U.S. vice president, Dick Cheney, arrives for talks with Sharon, and makes 
a qualified offer to meet later with Arafat. Meanwhile, Sharon makes a 
qualified offer to lift the travel ban on Arafat. On March 27, a suicide 
bomber blows himself up in a crowded hotel in Netanya, as guests prepare 
for a Passover meal. Nineteen are killed. The military wing of Hamas claims 
responsibility. On March 29, Israeli forces attack Arafat’s Ramallah com¬ 
pound. The Palestinian leader is confined to the basement and vows that he 
would rather die than surrender. On April 9, thirteen Israeli soldiers are 
killed in a West Bank battle, the Israeli army’s single biggest loss of life since 
the fighting began eighteen months previously. On April 12, U.S. secretary 
of state Colin Powell fails to secure an immediate withdrawal of Israeli 
forces from the West Bank after holding talks with Sharon. On April 13, 
Arafat condemns terrorism in a statement put out by a Palestinian news 
agency after meeting Powell. On April 15, the leader of the Palestinian In¬ 
tifada, Marwan Barghuti, is seized by Israeli special forces from a house not 
far from Arafat’s compound in Ramallah. Meanwhile journalists enter the 
Jenin refugee camp, seeing a “silent wasteland.” On April 18, Israel gives its 
fullest account of its soldiers’ conduct in Jenin, admitting 10 percent of the 
buildings in the city’s refugee camp had been leveled during the fighting, 
but denying in the strongest terms that they had overseen a “massacre.” On 
April 25, U.S.-Saudi talks begin in President Bush’s Texas ranch. On April 
30, Israel again refuses to cooperate with the UN inquiry into the fighting 
in the Jenin refugee camp. On May 2, Arafat emerges from confinement. 
On May 5, a deal to end the siege of the Church of the Nativity is brokered— 
the fighters will be released, with the allegedly most hardened going into ex¬ 
ile and the others to Gaza. On May 7, a Palestinian suicide bomber kills fif¬ 
teen people in an attack on a snooker hall near Tel Aviv. On May 8, Sharon 
renews his pledge to exile Arafat, who says he would rather die in the West 
Bank. On May 14, a report by an Israeli human rights group says Israel has 
secretly grabbed 42 percent of Palestinian land in the West Bank for illegal 
settlement activity. On May 31, Israeli troops enter the West Bank city of 
Nablus, while Arafat is reported to have signed a law reform package that 
is a framework for a Palestinian constitution. On June 18, at least twenty 
people are killed and more than forty wounded when a suicide bomber 
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blows himself up on a crowded bus in Jerusalem. Israel says it will reoccupy 
Palestinian land on the West Bank and hold it indefinitely in reprisal for the 
bombing. On June 25, Israeli troops storm the Palestinian Authority head¬ 
quarters in Hebron. The invasion brings the total of reoccupied cities to 
seven, leaving only Jericho, in the Jordan valley, under effective Palestinian 
control. On June 26, the Palestinian cabinet minister Saeb Erekat announces 
elections in January 2003 and details planned reforms to the Palestinian Au¬ 
thority. In June, Israel has begun the construction of a security fence along 
part of the western border of the West Bank to try to stop Palestinian ter¬ 
rorists crossing into its territory. Between September 28, 2000, and July 9, 
2002, 1,662 Palestinians were killed by Israeli forces or settlers (source: 
Miftah). During the same period, at least 350 civilians, nearly all of whom 
were Israelis, were killed in 128 terrorist attacks (source: Amnesty Inter¬ 
national). On July 23, an Israeli fighter plane fires a missile into a crowded 
neighborhood in Gaza City, killing fifteen people, including nine children, 
and its target, the commander of the military wing of Hamas, Salah Shehada. 
International condemnation. 
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